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PREFACE 


T his volume concludes my trilogy about Trotsky and 
relates the catastrophic denouement of his drama. At the 
denouement, the protagonist of a tragedy is usually more 
acted upon than acting. Yet Trotsky remained Stalin’s active 
and fighting antipode to the end, his sole vocal antagonist. 
Throughout these twelve years, from 1929 to 1940, no voice 
could be raised against Stalin in the U.S.S.R.; and not even an 
echo could be heard of the earlier intense struggles, except in 
the grovelling confessions of guilt to which so many of Stalin’s 
adversaries had been reduced. Consequently, Trotsky appeared 
to stand quite alone against Stalin’s autocracy. It was as if a 
huge historic conflict had become compressed into a controversy 
and feud between two men. The biographer has had to show 
how this had come about and to delve into the complex circum- 
stances and relationships which, while enabling Stalin to ‘strut 
about in the hero’s garb’, made Trotsky into the symbol and 
sole mouthpiece of opposition to Stalinism. 

Together, therefore, with the facts of Trotsky’s life I have had 
to narrate the tremendous social and political events of the 
period : the turmoil of industrialization and collectivization in 
the U.S.S.R. and the Great Purges; the collapse of the German 
and European labour movements under the onslaught of 
Nazism; and the outbreak of the Second World War. Each 
of these events affected Trotsky’s fortunes; and over each he 
took his stand against Stalin. I have had to go over the major 
controversies of the time; for in Trotsky’s life the ideological 
debate is as important as the battle scene is in Shcikespearian 
tragedy: through it the protagonist’s character reveals itself, 
while he is moving towards catastrophe. 

More than ever before I dwell in this volume on my chief 
character’s private life, and especially on the fate of his family. 
Again and again readers will have to transfer their attention 
from the political narrative to what common parlance insists on 
describing as the ‘human story’ (as though public affairs were 
not the most human of all our preoccupations; and as if politics 
were not a human activity par excellence). At this stage Trotsky’s 



X 


THE PROPHET OUTCAST 


family life is inseparable from his political fortunes: it gives a 
new dimension to his struggle, and it adds sombre depth to his 
drama. The strange and moving tale is told here for the first 
time on the basis of Trotsky’s intimate correspondence with his 
wife and children, a correspondence to which I have been 
privileged to obtain unrestricted access. (For this I am indebted 
to the generosity of the late Natalya Sedova, who two years 
before her death asked the Librarians of Harvard University 
to open to me the so-called sealed section of her husband’s 
Archives, the section that by his will was to remain closed till 
the year 1980.) 


I would like to comment briefly on the political context in 
which I have produced this biography. When I started working 
on it, at the end of 1949, official Moscow was celebrating 
Stalin’s seventieth birthday with a servility unparalleled in 
modern history, and Trotsky’s name seemed covered for ever by 
heavy calumny and oblivion. I had published The Prophet 
Armed and was trying to complete the first draft of what is now 
The Prophet Unarmed and The Prophet Outcast when, in the latter 
part of 1956, the consequences of the Twentieth Congress of the 
Soviet Communist Party, the October upheaval in Poland, and 
the fighting in Hungary compelled me to interrupt this work 
and turn my whole attention to current affairs. In Budapest 
raging crowds had pulled down Stalin’s statues while in Moscow 
the desecration of the idol was still being carried out stealthily 
and was treated by the ruling group as their family secret. ‘We 
cannot let this matter go out of the Party, especially to the 
Press,’ Khrushchev warned his audience at the Twentieth 
Congress. ‘We should not wash our dirty linen before the eyes 
[of our enemies].’ ‘The washing of the dirty linen’, I then 
commented, ‘can hardly be carried on behind the back of the 
Soviet people much longer. It will presently have to be done in 
front of them and in broad daylight. It is, after all, in their 
sweat and blood that the “dirty linen” was soaked. And the 
washing, which will take a long time, will perhaps be brought to 
an end by hands other than those that have begun it — by 
younger and cleaner hands.’ 

The Prophet Outcast is appearing after some washing of the 
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‘dirty linen’ has already been done in public, and after Stalin’s 
mummy has been evicted from the Red Square Mausoleum. 
A perceptive Western cartoonist reacted to this last event with 
a drawing of the Mausoleum in which Trotsky could be seen 
placed in the crypt just vacated, and next to Lenin. The 
cartoonist expressed an idea which probably occurred to many 
people in the U.S.S.R. (although it is to be hoped that the 
‘rehabilitation’ of Trotsky, when it comes, will be carried out in 
a manner free from cult, ritual, and primitive magic). Mean- 
while, Khrushchev and his friends are still exerting themselves 
to keep in force the Stalinist anathema on Trotsky; and in the 
controversy between Khrushchev and Mao Tse-tung each 
side accuses the other of Trotskyism, as if each were bent on 
providing at least negative evidence of the vitality of the issues 
raised by Trotsky and of his ideas. 

All these events have sustained my conviction of the topicality 
as well as the historical importance of my theme. But — pace some 
of my critics — they have not significantly affected either my 
approach or even the design of my work. True, this biography 
has grown in scale beyond all my original plans: I have pro- 
duced three volumes instead of one or two. However, in doing 
so I obeyed solely — and at first reluctantly — the literary logic 
of the work and the logic of my research, which was unexpec- 
tedly growing in scope and depth. The biographical material 
struggled under my hands, as it were, for the shape and the 
proportions proper to it, and it imposed its requirements on 
me. (I know that what I am saying will not exculpate me in 
the eyes of one critic, a former British Ambassador to Moscow, 
who says that he has ‘always held that the Russian Revolution 
has never taken place’ and who therefore wonders why I 
should devote so much space to so unreal an event.) As to my 
political approach to Trotsky, this has remained unchanged 
throughout. I concluded the first volume of this trilogy, in 
1952, with a chapter entitled ‘Defeat in Victory’, where I 
portrayed Trotsky at the pinnacle of power. In the Preface to 
that volume I said that on completing his Life I would consider 
‘the question whether a strong element of victory was not 
concealed in his very defeat’. This precisely is the question I 
discuss in the closing pages of The Prophet Outcast^ in a Postscript 
entitled ‘Victory Jn Defeat’. 
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A Note about Sources and Acknowledgements 

The narrative of this volume is based even more strongly than 
that of the previous volumes on Trotsky’s archives, especi* 
ally on his correspondence with the members of his family. 
Whenever I refer to The Archives in general, I have in mind 
their Open Section which is accessible to students at the 
Houghton Library, Harvard University. When I draw on the 
‘sealed’ part of The Archives I refer to the ‘Closed Section’. 
A general description of the Open Section was given in the 
Bibliography of The Prophet Armed, The Closed Section is 
described in the Bibliography attached to the present volume. 

Most of the 20,000 documents of the Closed Section consists 
of Trotsky’s political correspondence with adherents and 
friends; he stipulated that this should be sealed because at the 
time when he transferred his papers to Harvard University 
the summer of 1940), nearly the whole of Europe was eithfer 
under Nazi or under Stalinist occupation and the future of 
many countries outside Europe looked uncertain; and so he 
felt obliged to protect his correspondents. But there was little 
or nothing strictly confidential or private in the political 
content of that correspondence. Indeed, with much of it I had 
become familiar in the nineteen-thirties — I shall presently 
explain in what way — so that re-reading it in 1959 I found 
hardly anything that could startle or surprise me. Trotsky’s 
family correspondence, on the other hand, and even his 
household papers, also contained in the Closed Section, have 
revealed to me his most intimate experiences and feelings and 
have greatly enriched my image of his personality. 

Some reviewers of the earlier volumes have complained that 
my references to The Archives arc not detailed enough. I can 
only point out that whenever I cite any document from The 
Archives^ I say, either in the text or in a footnote, by whom the 
document was written, when it was written, and to whom it was 
addressed. This is all that any student needs. More detailed 
annotation might have added impressively to my ‘scholarly 
apparatus’, but would be of no use cither to the general reader, 
who has no access to The Trotsky Archives^ or to the scholar, 
whom the indications I provide should enable to locate easily 
any paper I have referred to. Moreover, since I worked on my 
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earlier volumes The Archives have been rearranged so that any 
more specific markings I might have given would have become 
valueless by now. (e.g. I might have indicated that document 
X or Y is in Section B, folder 1 7, but in the meantime Section 
A or B or G — has ceased to exist!) The material is now arranged 
in simple chronological order; and as I usually give the date of 
any document quoted the student should find the item at a 
glance in the excellent two-volume Index to The Archives^ 
available at the Houghton Library. 

One or two critics have wondered just how reliable are The 
Archives and whether Trotsky or his followers have not ‘doctored 
documents*. To my mind the reliability of The Archives is over- 
whelmingly confirmed by the internal evidence, by cross- 
reference to other sources, and by the circumstance that The 
Archives provide Trotsky’s critics as well as his apologists with 
all the material they may want. Trotsky indeed was above 
.falsifying or distorting documents. As to his followers, these 
have, either from lack of interest or from preoccupation with 
other matters, hardly ever looked into the master’s Archives. 
In 1950 my wife and I were the first students to work on 
Trotsky’s papers since he had parted with them. 

In relating the climate of ideas and describing the parties, 
groups, and individuals involved in the inner communist 
struggles of the nineteen-thirties I drew inter alia on my own 
experience as spokesman of anti-Stalinist communism in 
Poland. The group with which I was associated then worked in 
close contact with Trotsky. His International Secretariat 
supplied us with very abundant documentation, some of it 
confidential, with circulars, copies of Trotsky’s correspondence, 
&c. As writer and debater, I was deeply involved in nearly all 
the controversies described in this volume. In the course of the 
debates I had to acquaint myself with an enormous political 
literature, with Stalinist, Social-Democratic, Trotskyist, Brand- 
lerist, and other pamphlets, books, periodicals, and leaflets 
published in many countries. Naturally enough, only a small 
part of that literature was available to me at the time of writing 
— just enough to check the accuracy of my impressions and 
memories and to verify data and quotations. My Bibliography 
and footnotes do not therefore pretend to exhaust the literature 
of the subject. 
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I have been fortunate in being able to supplement the 
material drawn from The Archives (and from printed sources) 
by information obtained from Trotsky’s widow; from Alfred 
and Marguerite Rosmer, Trotsky’s closest friends in the years 
of banishment; from Jeanne Martin des Paill^res, who trans- 
mitted to me papers and correspondence of Leon Sedov, Trot- 
sky’s cider son; from Pierre Frank, Trotsky’s secretary in the 
Prinkipo period; from Joseph Hansen, secretary and body- 
guard at Coyoacan, and close eye-witness of Trotsky’s last days 
and hours; and from many other people who were Trotsky’s 
adherents at one time or another. (Of those listed here Natalya 
Sedova, Marguerite Rosmer, and Jeanne Martin died before I 
completed this volume.) 

Outside the circle of Trotsky’s family and followers, I am 
obliged to Konrad Knudsen and his wife, who were Trotsky’s 
hosts in Norway, and to Mr. Helge Krog and Mr. and 
N. K. Dahl for much information and vivid reminiscences 
about the circumstances of Trotsky’s internment and deporta- 
tion from Norway. I interviewed Mr, Trygve Lie, Who was the 
Minister of Justice responsible for both the admission of Trotsky 
and his internment; but Mr. Lie, having spoken to me at great 
length and self-revealingly, then asked me to refrain from 
quoting him, saying that his memory had misled him and that, 
in addition, under a contract with an American publisher, he 
was not allowed to disclose this information otherwise than 
in his own memoirs. Mr. Lie was good enough, however, to 
send me the official Report on the Trotsky case which he had 
submitted to the Norwegian Parliament early in 1937. I have 
also had the benefit of interviewing Professor H. Koht, Nor- 
way’s Minister of Foreign Affairs at the time of Trotsky’s stay 
in that country, who was most anxious to establish in detail the 
truth of the case. 

In investigating another important chapter in Trotsky’s life, 
I approached the late John Dewey, who gave me an illumina- 
ting account of the Mexican counter-trial and spoke freely 
about the impression Trotsky made on him; and I am indebted 
to Dr. S. Ratner, Dewey’s friend and secretary, for valuable 
information about the circumstances in which the old American 
philosopher decided to preside over the counter-trial. Of many 
other informants I would like to mention Mr. Joseph Berger, 
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once a member of the Comintern Staff in Moscow who then 
spent nearly twenty-five years in Stalin’s concentration camps 
— Mr. Berger has related to me his meeting in 1937 with Sergei 
Sedov, Trotsky’s younger son, in the Butyrki prison of Moscow. 

My thanks are due to the Russian Research Centre, Harvard 
University, especially to Professors M. Fainsod and M. D. 
Shulman for the facilities they offered me, and to Dr. R. A. 
Brower, Master of Adams House, and his wife, whose pleasant 
hospitality I enjoyed while working on the Closed Section of 
The Trotsky Archives in 1959. I am greatly obliged to Professor 
William Jackson and Miss C. E. Jakeman of Houghton 
Library for their infinitely patient helpfulness and to Mrs. 
Elena Zarudnaya-Levin for assisting me in reading some of the 
documents in The Archives. 

To Mr. John Bell, Mr. Dan M. Davin, and Mr. Donald 
Tyerman who have read my MS and proofs I am grateful for 
criticisms and, many suggestions for improvements. 

My wife’s contribution to this volume has been not only that 
of unfailing assistant and critic — in the course of many years, 
ever since 1950 when we first pored together over The Trotsky 
Archives, she absorbed the air of this tragic drama; and, through 
her sensitive sympathy with in personae, she has helped me decid- 
edly in portraying their characters and narrating their fortunes. 

I. D. 




CHAPTER I 


On the Princes’ Isles 

T he circumstances of Trotsky’s -banishment from Russia 
contained a foretaste of the years that lay ahead of him. 
The manner of the deportation was freakish and brutal. 
For weeks Stalls had delayed it, while Trotsky bombarded the 
Politbureau with protests denouncing the decision as lawless. 
It looked as if Stalin had not yet finally made up his mind, or 
was still consulting the Politbureau. Then, suddenly, the cat 
mouse game was at an end: on the night of lo February 
Trotfky, his wife, aid elder son were rushed to the 
o^J^dessa, and put on board the Ilyich^ which sailed 
iwidu escort'.and the harbour authorities were under-; 
strict orders which had to be enforced at once, despite the late 
hour, the gales, and the frozen seas. Stalin would not now 
brook even the slightest delay. The Ilyich (and the ice-breaker 
that preceded her) had been especially detailed for the task; 
apart from Trotsky, his family, and two G.P.U. officers, she 
had not a single passenger on board and carried no cargo. 
Stalin was at last confronting the Politbureau with a fait 
accompli; he thus cut short all hesitation and prevented the 
repetition of scenes like those which had occurred when he 
first asked the Politbureau to authorize the banishment and 
when Bukharin protested, wrung his hands, and wept in full 
session, and together with Rykov and Tomsky voted against.^ 
The banishment was effected in the greatest secrecy. The 
decision was not made public until well after it had been carried 
out. Stalin was still afraid of commotion. The troops assembled 
in the harbour were there to prevent any demonstration of 
protest and any mass farewell such as the Opposition had 
organized a year earlier, before Trotsky’s abduction from 
Moscow.* This time there were to be no witnesses and no 

^ See The Prophet Unarmed pp. 468-71. Rykov was still Chairman of the Council 
of People’s Commissars, i.e. Soviet Prime Minister in succession to Lenin. 

2 Op. cit., p. 393.\ ^ 
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eye-witness accounts. Trotsky was not to travel with a crowd of 
passengers before whose gaze he might resort to passive resist- 
ance. Even the crew were warned to keep to their quarters and 
avoid all contact with those on board. A nervous mystery 
surrounded the voyage. Stalin did not yet wish to burden 
himself with full responsibility. He was waiting to see whether 
communist opinion abroad would be shocked; and he did 
not know whether future developments might not compel him 
to recall his adversary. He took care to stage the deportation so 
ambiguously that it could be explained away, if need be, or 
even denied completely — for a few days afterwards communist 
newspapers abroad were suggesting that Trotsky had gone to 
Turkey on an official or semi-official mission or that he had 
gone there of his own accord, with a large suite. ^ 

And so suddenly Trotsky found himself on board a bleak ahd 
almost deserted ship, heading dirough gales towards an empty 
horizon. Even after the year at Alma Ata, this void around him, 
made even more malignant by the hovering figures of the two 
G.P.U. officers, was disconcerting. What could it niean? What 
could it portend? Only Natalya and Lyova were by his side; 
and in their eyes he could read the same question. To escape 
the gale and the emptiness they went down to their cabins and 
stayed there throughout the voyage. The emptiness seemed to 
creep after them. What did it signify? What was to be the 
journey’s end ? 

Trotsky was prepared for the worst. He did not think that 
Stalin would be content to deposit him on the other shore of the 
Black Sea and let him go. He suspected that Stalin and Kemal 
Pasha, Turkey’s President and dictator, were in a plot against 
him, and that Kemal’s police would seize him from the boat and 
either intern him or deliver him surreptitiously to the vengeance 
of White emigres congregating in Constantinople. The tricks 
the G.P.U. had played on him confirmed this apprehension: 
he had repeatedly asked them to release from prison Sermuks 
and Posnansky, his two devoted secretaries and bodyguards, 
and to allow them to accompany him abroad; and the G.P.U. 
had repeatedly promised to do so but had broken the promise. 
They had evidently decided to put him on shore without a 
friend to guard him. En route the escorting officers tried to 

1 Humaniti, February 1 929. 
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reassure him; Sermuks and Posnansky, they said, would join 
him in Constantinople, and meanwhile the G.P.U. assumed 
responsibility for his safety. ‘You have cheated me once,’ he 
replied, ‘and you will cheat me again.’ ^ 

Baffled and anguished, he recalled with his wife and son the 
last sea voyage they had made together — in March 1917 when, 
freed from British internment in Canada, they had set off for 
Russia on board a Norwegian steamer. ‘Our family was the 
same then,’ Trotsky reflects in his autobiography (although 
Sergei, his younger son, who had been with them in 1917 was 
not on the Ilyich)^ ‘but we were twelve years younger.’ More 
essential than this difference in age was the contrast in the 
circumstances, on which he makes no comment. In 1917 the 
revolution called him back to Russia for the great battles to 
now he was driven from Russia by a government 
itSmg in the name of the revolution. In 1917, every day 
throughout ffle month spent in British internment, he had 
addressed crowds of German sailors behind barbed wire, 
prisoners of war, telling them of the stand taken by Karl 
Liebknecht in the Reichstag, in jail, and in the trenches against 
the Kaiser and the imperialist war, and arousing their enthu- 
siasm for socialism. When he was released, the sailors had 
carried him shoulder high all the way to the camp gate, cheer- 
ing him and singing the Internationale.^ Now there was only 
the void around him and the howling gale. It was ten years 
now since the defeat of the Spariakus and the assassination of 
Liebknecht; and more than once already Trotsky had won- 
dered whether he too was not fated to suffer ‘Licbknecht’s end’. 
A minor incident added a grotesque touch to this contrast. 
As the Ilyich was entering the Bosphorus one of the G.P.U. 
officers handed him the sum of 1,500 dollars, a grant which 
the Soviet Government had made their former Commissar of 
War ‘to enable him to settle abroad’. Trotsky could see 
Stalin’s mocking grin; but, being penniless, he swallowed the 
affront and accepted the money. This was the last wage he 
received from the state of which he had been a founding 
father. 

1 Trotsky’s messages to the Central Committee, the Executive of the Comintern, 
and to ‘Citizen Fokin, plenipotentiary of G.P.U.’, dated 7-12 February 1929. 
The Archives; Moya Z^iizn, vol. II, p. 318. 

2 The Prophet Armed, p. 247. 



^ v THE PPtOPHfiT.dltlTCAST 

Trotsky would not have been himself if he hiid^ brooded over 
these melancholy incidents. Whatever the foture held in store, 
he was resolved to meet it on his feet and fighting. He would not 
allow himself to be dispersed in the void. Beyond it there 
were unexplored horizons of struggle and hope — the past to 
live up to now and a future in which past and present would 
live on. He felt nothing in common with those historic person- 
alities of whom Hegel says that once they have accomplished 
their ‘mission in history’ they are exhausted and ‘fall like 
empty husks’.^ He would struggle to break out of the vacuum 
in which Stalin and events were enclosing him. For the moment 
he could only record his final protest against expatriation. 
Before the end of the voyage he delivered to his escort a 
message addressed to the Central Committee of the Party ai^ 
the Central Executive Gb&tottee . of the Soviets. In il^4l 
denounced the ‘conspiracy’ %hich- Stalin and 
had entered with Kemal Pasha and '^emal’s ‘naJraHj 
police; and he warned his persecutors that a da^^ awM ' coin#1 
when they would have to answer fijr this’?‘fiM^^PrOus and ' 
shameful deed’. Then, after the Ilyich had dropped anchor and 
Turkish frontier guards appeared, he handed them a formal 
protest addressed to Kemal. Anger and irony broke through his 
restrained official tone: ‘At the gates of Constantinople’, he 
wrote, ‘I have the honour to inform you that it is not by my own 
free will that I have arrived at the frontier of Turkey — I am 
crossing this frontier only because I must submit to force. 
Please, Mr. President, accept my appropriate sentiments.’® 

He hardly expected Kemal to react to this protest, and he 
was aware that his persecutors in Moscow would not be 
deterred by the thought that one day they might be called to 
account for what they were doing. But even if at the moment 
it seemed vain to invoke history for justice, he could do nothing 
but invoke it. He was convinced that he spoke not for himself 
only but for his silent, imprisoned, or deported friends and 
followers, and that the violence of which he was the victim was 
inflicted on the Bolshevik Party at large and the revolution 
itself. He knew that, whatever his personal fortunes, his 
controversy with Stalin would go on and reverberate through 

1 Hegel, Philosophic der WeUgeschichtCy p. 78. 

2 77 ic Archives; Moya ^hizn, vol. II, p. 317. 
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the centiiry, If Stalih was bent oh suppressing all those who 
might protest and bear witness, then Trotsky, at the very 
moment when he was being driven into exile, would come 
forward to protest and bear witness. 

The sequel to the disembarkation was almost farcical. From 
the pier Trotsky and his family were taken straight to the 
Soviet Consulate in Constantinople. Although he had been 
branded as a political offender and counter-revolutionary, he 
was received with the honours due to the leader of October 
and the creator of the Red Army. A wing of the Consulate was 
reserved for him. The officials, some of whom had served under 
him in the civil war, seemed eager to make him feel at home. 
'Me G.P.U. men behaved as if fttey meant to honour the 
that they would prote<:t his life.' They met all his wishes, 
errands for him. They accompanied Natalya and 
iLyova Qii'tl^s to the city, while he stayed at the Consulate. 
They toolc'ii^e to unload and transport his bulky archives 
brought from Alma Ata, without even trying to check their 
contents — the documents and records which he was presently 
to use as political ammunition against Stalin. Moscow seemed 
to be still trying to disguise the banishment and soften its 
impact on communist opinion. Not for nothing did Bukharin 
once speak of Stalin’s genius for gradation and timing: Stalin’s 
peculiar gift for pursuing his aims by slow degrees, inch by 
inch, showed itself even in details like these. 

It showed itself also in the way he had assured himself of 
Kemal Pasha’s co-operation. The Turkish Government in- 
formed Trotsky shortly after his arrival that they had never 
been told that he was to be exiled, that the Soviet Govern- 
ment had simply requested them to grant him an entry permit 
‘for health reasons’, and that, cherishing friendly relations 
with their northern neighbour, they could not go into the 
motives for the request and had to grant the visa. Yet Kemal 
Pasha, uneasy at seeing himself thus turned into Stalin’s 
accomplice, hastened to assure Trotsky that ‘it was out of the 
question that he should be interned or exposed to any violence 
on Turkish soil’, that he was free to leave the country whenever 
he chose or to stay as long as he pleased ; and that if he were to 
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Stay, the Turkish Government would extend to him every 
hospitality and ensure his safety.^ Despite this respectful 
sympathy, Trotsky remained convinced that Kemal was hand- 
in-glove with Stalin. There was, in any case, no knowing how 
Kemal would behave if Stalin confronted him with further 
demands — would he risk embroiling himself with his powerful 
‘northern neighbour’ for the sake of a political exile ? 

The ambiguous situation created by Trotsky’s residence in 
the Soviet Consulate could not last. Stalin was only waiting 
for a pretext to end it; and it was unbearable to Trotsky as 
well. ‘Protected’ by the G.P.U., he remained their virtual 
prisoner, not knowing whom to fear more : the White emigres 
outside the Consulate or his guards inside. He found himself 
deprived of the sole advantage that exile bestows upon the 
political fighter: freedom of movement and expression. He 
anxious to state his case, to reveal the events that had led td® 
expulsion, to make contact with followers in variotj^,^countries;t| 
and to plan further action. He could not safely do i&y of these ' 
things from the Consulate. In addition, both he aiiid his wife 
were ill; and he had to earn his living, which he could do only 
by writing. He had to settle somewhere, to get in touch with 
publishers and newspapers; and to start work. 

On the day he arrived he sent out messages to friends and 
well-wishers in western Europe, especially in France. Their 
response was immediate. ‘We need hardly tell you that you 
can count on us body and soul. We embrace you from the depth 
of our faithful and affectionate hearts,’ Thus Alfred and 
Marguerite Rosmer wrote to him three days after he had 
landed.2 They had been his and Natalya’s friends since the 
First World War, when they were in the Zimmerwald move- 
ment. In the early nineteen-twenties Alfred Rosmer had repre- 
sented the French Communist party on the Executive of the 
Communist International in Moscow; and for his solidarity with 
Trotsky he had been expelled from the party. The ‘depth of our 
faithful and affectionate hearts’ was no mere turn of phrase 
with the Rosmers — they were to remain Trotsky’s only intimate 
friends in the years of his exile, despite later disagreements and 

^ Quoted from a letter to Trotsky, written on Kemal’s order, by the Governor of 
Constantinople on i8 February 1929. Closed section of the Trotsky Archives. 

2 Correspondence between the Rosmers and I’rotsky. Ibid. 
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discords. Boris Souvarine, a former Editor of the theoretical 
paper of the French Communist party, who alone among all 
foreign communist delegates in Moscow in May 1924 spoke up 
in Trotsky’s defence, also wrote to offer help and co-operation.^ 
Other well-wishers were Maurice and Magdeleine Paz, a 
lawyer and a journalist, both expelled from the Communist 
party, and in later years well known as socialist parliamentar- 
ians. Addressing him as '‘Cher grand Ami\ they wrote of their 
anxiety about his precarious position in Turkey, tried to obtain 
for him entry permits to other countries, and promised to join 
him shortly in Constantinople.^ 

Through the Rosmers and Pazes Trotsky established contact 
with western newspapers; and while still at the Consulate, 
he wrote a series of articles which appeared in the New York 

t es, the Daily Express^ and other papers in the second half of 
ruary. This series was his first public account of the inner 
party struck of the last years and months. It was brief, 
forceful, and aggressive. He -spared none of his enemies or ad- 
versaries, old or new, least of all Stalin whom he now de- 
nounced to the world as he had earlier denounced him to the 
Politbureau as ‘the grave-digger of the revolution’.® Even 
before these articles appeared, he was in trouble with his hosts, 
who began to urge him to move from the Consulate to a 
compound inhabited by consular employees, where he would 
go on living under G.P.U. ‘protection’. He refused to move, 
and the question was shelved until the publication of the 
articles brought matters to a head. Stalin now had the pretext 
he needed to bring the banishment into the open. Soviet 
newspapers spoke of Trotsky having ‘sold himself to the 
world bourgeoisie and conspiring against the Soviet Union’; 
and their cartoonists depicted Mister Trotsky embracing a bag 
with 25,000 dollars. The G.P.U. declared that they no longer 
held themselves responsible for his safety and were going to 
evict him from the Consulate.^ 

For several days Natalya and Lyova, even now solicitously 

1 Souvarine to Trotsky, 15 February 1929, ibid. 

2 Maurice Paz to Trotsky, i8 February 1929, ibid. 

3 The original text bears the date of 25 February 1929. The Archives; Merits , vol. 
h PP- 19-52. 

^ Trotsky’s correspondence with the Ci.P.U. representative in Constantinople of 
5 and 8 March. The Archives. 
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accompanied by the G.P.U, men, searched breathlessly the 
suburbs and outskirts of Constantinople for some more or less 
safe and secluded accommodation. At last they found a house, 
not in or near the city, but on the Prinkipo Islands, out on the 
sea of Marmara — it took an hour and a half to reach the islands 
by steamer from Constantinople. There was a touch of irony 
in this hurried choice of residence, for Prinkipo, or the Princes’ 
Isles, had once been a place of exile to which Byzantine 
Emperors confined their rivals and rebels of royal blood, 
Trotsky arrived there on 7 or 8 March. As he set foot on the 
shore at Buyiik Ada, the main village of Prinkipo, he imag- 
ined that he was alighting there as a bird of passage; but this 
was to be his home for more than four long and eventful years. 


Trotsky often described this period of his life as his 
emigration’. The term, not quite precise, reveals s^|aet]^%MSi^ 
the mood in which he came to Prinkipo. This wjaS^lrjLdecd the^^ 
third time that he had been deported by Russian gowrnments ’ ■ 
and that he had come to live abroad. But in 1902 and 1907 
he had been deported to Siberia or the Polar Region, whence he 
fled and took refuge in the West; and wherever he came in those 
days he belonged to that large, active, and dynamic community 
that was revolutionary Russia in exile. This time he had not 
chosen to become an Emigre; and abroad there was no com- 
munity of Russian exiles to receive him as one of their own and 
to offer him the environment and the medium for further 
political activity. Many new colonies of political emigres 
existed; but these formed the counter-revolutionary Russia in 
exile. Between him and them there was the blood of the civil 
war. Of those who in that war had fought on his side there was 
none to join hands with him. 

His third exile was therefore different in kind from the 
previous two. It could not be related to any precedent, for in 
the long and abundant history of political emigration there 
hardly ever was a man banished into comparable solitude 
(except Napoleon who was, however, a prisoner of war). 
Unconsciously, as it were, Trotsky sought to soften for himself 
and his family the severity of his present ostracism by relating 
it to his pre-revolutionary experiences. The memory of those 
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experiences was now comfbrting.^His first period of emigration 
lasted less than three years — ^it was interrupted by the annus 
mirabilis of 1905; the second lasted .much longer, ten years; 
but it was followed by the supreme triumph of 1917. Each time 
history had bounteously rewarded the revolutionary for his 
restless wait abroad. Was it too much to expect that she would 
do so again? He was aware that this time the outlook might 
prove less promising and that he might never return to Russia. 
But stronger than this awareness was his need for a clear-cut 
and encouraging prospect, and the optimism of the fighter who 
even when he courts defeat, or is engaged in a hopeless battle, 
still looks forward to victory. 

This kind of optimism was never to forsake him. But whereas 
in later years he remained confident of the ultimate triumph 
of his cause rather than of his chance of living to see it, in the 
fir^l^ears of this exile there was still a more personal note to his 
m. He did indeed look forward to his early vindication 

A return to Russia. He did not consider the political situation 
Ihere as stabtfe; and; amid the upheavals of collectivization 
and industrialisation, he expected shifts in the nation to produce 
great shifts in the ruling party as well. He did not believe that 
Stalinism could achieve consolidation. Was it anything more 
than a patchwork of incompatible ideas, the shilly-shallying of a 
bureaucracy not daring to tackle the problems by which it was 
confronted? He was convinced that the ‘interlude’ of Stalin’s 
ascendancy must be brought to an end cither by a resurgence of 
the revolutionary spirit and a regeneration of Bolshevism or by 
counter-revolution and capitalist restoration. This stark alter- 
native governed his thoughts, even if at times he reckoned with 
other possibilities as well. He saw himself and his co-thinkers as 
representing the only serious opposition to Stalin, the only 
opposition that stood on the ground of the October revolution, 
offered a programme of socialist action, and constituted an 
alternative Bolshevik government. He did not imagine that 
Stalin would be able to destroy the Opposition or even to 
reduce it to silence for long. Here too his hopes fed on pre- 
revolutionary memories. Tsardom had failed to stifle any 
opposition, even though it imprisoned, deported, and executed 
the revolutionaries. Why then should Stalin, who was not yet 
executing his opponents, succeed where the Tsars had failed? 
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True, the Opposition had had its ups and downs; but, having 
deep roots in social realities and being the mouthpiece of the 
proletarian class interest, it could not be annihilated. As its 
acknowledged leader he was in duty bound to direct its activity 
from abroad, as Lenin and indeed he himself had once led their 
followers from exile. He alone could now speak for the Opposi- 
tion in relative freedom and make its voice heard far and wide. 

In yet another respect, however, his position was unlike 
what it had been before the revolution. Then he was unknown 
to the world or known as a Russian revolutionary only to the 
initiated. This was not his present standing. He had not this 
time re-emerged from the dimness of an underground move- 
ment. The world had seen him as leader of the October 
insurrection, as founder of the Red Army, as architect of its 
victory, and as inspirer of the Communist International. He 
had risen to a height from which it is not given to descend^ 3e 
had acted his part on a world stage, in the limelight of history, 
and he could not withdraw. His past dominated lus present. He 
could not lapse back into the protective obscurity of pre- 
revolutionary emigre life. His deeds had shaken the world; and 
neither he nor the world could forget them. 

Nor could he confine himself to his Russian preoccupations. 
He was conscious of his ‘duty towards the International’. 
Much of the struggle of recent years had centred on the 
strategy and tactics of communism in Germany, China, and 
Britain, and on the manner in which Moscow, for the sake of 
expediency, emasculated the International. It was unthinkable 
that he should not carry on this struggle. On the face of it, 
banishment should have made it easier for him to do so. If, as 
the champion of internationalism and the critic of Stalinist 
and Bukharinist ‘national narrow-mindedness’, he incurred 
unpopularity in Russia, he had reason to hope for eager 
response from communists outside Russia, for it was their most 
vital interest that he sought to advance when to socialism in a 
single country he opposed the primacy of the international 
viewpoint. From Moscow and Alma Ata he could not address 
foreign communists, and Stalin had seen to it that they should 
either remain ignorant or get only a grossly distorted view of 
what he stood for. Now at last his enforced stay abroad enabled 
him to put his case before them. 
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He still viewed the ‘advanced industrial countries of the 
West’, especially those of western Europe, as the main battle- 
grounds of the international class struggle. In this he was true 
to himself and the tradition of classical Marxism which he 
represented in its purity. In fact, no school of thought in the 
labour movement, not even the Stalinist, yet dared openly to 
flout that tradition. For the Third as for the Second Inter- 
national western Europe was still the main sphere of activity. 
The German and the French Communist parties commanded 
large mass followings, while the Soviet Union was still indus- 
trially underdeveloped and extremely weak, and the victory 
of the Chinese revolution was twenty years off . Just as bourgeois 
Europe, even in this period of its decline, still ostensibly held 
the centre of world politics, so the western European working 
classes still appeared to be the most important forces of pro- 
letarian revolution, the most important next to the Soviet 
ynidii in the Stalinist conception, and potentially even more 
important in Trotsky’s. 

; Trotsky, of course, did not believe in the stability of the 
bourgeois order in Europe. When he arrived at Prinkipo the 
‘prosperity’ which the West enjoyed in the late nineteen-twenties 
was already nearing its end. But Conservatives, Liberals, and 
Social Democrats still basked in the sunshine of democracy, 
pacifism, and class co-operation which were to assure the indefi- 
nite continuation of that prosperity. Parliamentary government 
appeared to be firmly established; and fascism, entrenched only 
in Italy, seemed a marginal phenomenon of European politics. 
Yet in his first days in Constantinople Trotsky announced the 
approaching end of this fools’ paradise and spoke of the decay of 
bourgeois democracy and the ground-swell of fascism: ‘. . . these 
post-war trends in Europe’s political development are not 
episodic; they are the bloody prologue to a new epoch. . . . 
The [first world] war has ushered us into an era of high tension 
and great struggle; major new wars are casting their shadows 
ahead. . . . Our epoch cannot be measured by the standards of 
the nineteenth century, that classical age of expanding [bour- 
geois] democracy. The twentieth century will in many respects 
differ from the nineteenth even more than modern times differ 
from the middle ages.’^ He had a sense of returning to Europe 
1 Jicrits, vol. I, p. 47* 
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on the eve of a decisive turn‘ of history, when socialist revolution 
alone could offer the western nations the effective alternative to 
fascism. Revolution in the West, he believed, would also free 
the Soviet Union from isolation and create a powerful counter- 
balance to the immense weight of backwardness that had 
depressed the Russian Revolution, This hope did not seem vain. 
The western labour movement, with its mass organizations 
intact and its fighting spirit subdued but not yet deadened, was 
still battleworthy. The Communist parties, despite their faults 
and vices, still had in their ranks the vanguard of the working 
class. Trotsky concluded that what was necessary was to open 
the eyes of that vanguard to the dangers and the opportunities, 
to make it aware of its responsibilities, to shake its conscience, 
and to arouse it to revolutionary action. 

This view of the present as well as his own past cast Trotsky 
for his peculiar role in exile. He came forward as the legat^ of 
classical Marxism and also of Leninism, which Stalini^'hjj 
degraded to a set of dogmas and to a burcaucratic^nijfiioldL^ 
To restore Marxism and to reimbue the mass pf ^ottirnuni^ 
with its critical spirit was the essential preliminary to effective 
revolutionary action, and the task that he set himself. No 
Marxist, except Lenin, had ever spoken with a moral authority 
comparable to his, the authority he wielded as both theorist and 
victorious commander in a revolution; and none had to act in a 
situation as difficult as his, being on all sides surrounded by 
implacable hostility and being caught up in a conflict with the 
state which had issued from revolution. 

He possessed in abdundance and even superabundance the 
courage and energy needed to cope with such a role and to 
grapple with such a predicament. All the severe reverses he 
had suffered, far from dulling his fighting instincts, had excited 
them to the utmost. The passions of his intellect and heart, 
always uncommonly large and intense, now swelled into a 
tragic energy as mighty and high as that which animates the 
prophets and the law-givers of Michelangelo’s vision. It was 
this moral energy that preserved him at this stage from any 
sense of personal tragedy. There was as yet not even a hint of 
self-pity in him. When in the first year of exile he concluded his 
autobiography with the words: T know no personal tragedy’, 
he spoke the truth. He saw his own destiny as an incident in 
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the great flux and reflux of revolution and reaction; and it did 
not greatly matter to him whether he fought in the full panoply 
of power or whether he did so as an outcast* The difference 
did not affect his faith in his cause and in himself. When a 
critic remarked well-meaningly that despite his fall the ex- 
Commissar of War had preserved the full clarity and power 
of his thought, Trotsky could only mock the Philistine ‘who saw 
any connexion between a man’s power of reasoning and his 
holding of office’.^ He felt the fullness of life only when he could 
stretch all his faculties and use them in the service of his idea. 
This he was going to do come what might. What sustained his 
confidence was that his triumphs in the revolution and the 
civil war still stood out more vividly in his mind than the defeats 
that followed them. He knew that these were imperishable 
triumphs. So mighty had been the climax of his life that it 
ov^shadowed the anti-climax and no power on earth could 
down from it. All the same, tragedy, relentless and 
itirai^'^Vas closing in on him. 


Around 1930 Prinkipo was still as deserted as it probably was 
vhen the disgraced brothers and cousins of the Byzantine 
Emperors lingered away their lives on its shores. Nature itself 
leemed to have designed the spot to be a regal penitentiary. 
\ ‘red-cliffed island set in deep blue’, Biiyuk Ada ‘crouches 
n the sea like a pre-historical animal drinking’.^ In the blaie 
Df a sunset its purple unfurled gaily and challcngingly like a 
lame over the serene azure; then it burst into a red rage of 
onely defiance, gesturing angrily at the remote and invisible 
vorld, until at last it sunk resentfully into the dark. The island- 
ers, a few fishermen and shepherds, dwelling between the red 
md the blue, lived as their forefathers did a thousand years 
earlier; and ‘the village cemetery seemed more alive than the 
dllage itself’.® The horn of a motor-car never disturbed the 
itillness; only the braying of an ass came down from the outlying 
eliff and field into the main street. For a few weeks in the year 
loisy vulgarity intruded: in the summer multitudes of holiday 
nakers, families of Constantinople merchants, crowded the 


1 Moya ^hizrif vol. II, p. 336. 2 Max Eastman, Great Companions, p. 1 17. 

3 Quoted from Trotsky’s unpublished diary (July 1933). The Archives, 
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beaches and the huts. Then calm returned, and only the 
braying of the ass greeted the still and splendid onset of the 
autumn. 

On the fringe of Biiyiik Ada, closed in between high hedges 
and the sea, fenced off from the village and almost as aloof 
from it as the village was from the rest of the world, was 
Trotsky’s new abode, a spacious, dilapidated villa rented from 
a bankrupt pasha. When the new tenants moved in, it was sunk 
incobwebbed squalor. Years later Trotsky recollected the gaiety 
and zest for cleanliness, with which Natalya rolled up her 
sleeves and made her menfolk do the same to sweep away the 
filth, and paint the walls white. Much later they covered the 
floors with paint so cheap that many months after their shoes 
still stuck to it as they walked. At the centre of the house 
was a vast hall with doors opening on a veranda facing the sea. 
On the first floor was Trotsky’s work room, the walls of wJfich 
quickly became lined with books and periodicals arriving 
Europe and America. On the ground floor was the sec^etaridti 
with Lyova in charge. An English visitor described ‘the dingy 
marbles, sad bronze peacock, and humiliated gilt betraying the 
social pretensions as well as the failure of the Turkish owner’ 
— this faded decor, designed to give comfort and prestige to a 
retired pasha, contrasted comically with the Spartan aura the 
place assumed.^ Max Eastman, who arrived there when the 
house was full of secretaries, bodyguards, and guests, compared 
it in its ‘lack of comfort and beauty’ to a bare barrack. ‘In these 
vast rooms and on the balcony there is not an article of furni- 
ture, not even a chair ! They arc mere gangways and the doors 
to the rooms on each side are closed. In each of these rooms 
someone has an office table or a bed, or both, and a chair to 
go with it. One of them, downstairs, very small and square and 
white-walled with barely space for table and chairs, is the 
dining-room.’ The hedonistically minded American visitor 
reflected that ‘a man and woman must be almost dead aesthet- 
ically’ to live in so severe an abode, when ‘for a few dollars’ 
they might have made of it a ‘charming home’.^ No doubt, 
the place had none of the cosiness of an American middle-class 

1 The Manchester Guardian, 17 March 1931. See also Rosmer in the ‘Appendice’ 
to Trotsky’s Ma Vie, p. 592. 

2 Eastman, loc. cit. 
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home. Even in normal circumstances it would hardly have 
occurred to Trotsky or Natalya to set up a ‘charming home’ 
with pictures ‘for a few dollars’; and their circumstances on 
Prinkipo were never normal. They sat there all the time as in a 
waiting-room on a pier, looking out for the ship that would take 
them away. The garden around the villa was abandoned to 
weeds, ‘to save money’ as Natalya explained to the visitor, 
who half expected Trotsky to cultivate his little plot of land. 
Effort and money had to be saved for a desperate struggle in 
which the Biiyiik Ada house was a temporary headquarters. 
Its clean and bare austerity suited its purpose. 


From the moment of his arrival Trotsky was unreconciled 
to his isolation and apprehensive of remaining within such easy 
reach of both the G.P.U. and the White emigres. Outside 
his gates two Turkish policemen were posted, but he could 
fhardly entrust his safety to them. Almost at once he began the 
quest for a visa which he partly described in the last pages of 
his autobiography.^ 

Even before his deportation from Odessa he had asked the 
Politbureau to obtain for him a German entry permit. He was 
told that the German Government — a Social Democratic 
Government headed by Hermann Mueller — had refused. 
He was half convinced that Stalin cheated him; and so when 
soon afterwards Paul Loebe, the Socialist Speaker of the 
Reichstag, declared that Germany would grant Trotsky 
asylum, he at once applied for a visa. He was not deterred by 
the ‘malicious satisfaction with which . . . newspapers dwelt on 
the fact that an advocate of revolutionary dictatorship was 
obliged to seek asylum in a democratic country’. This lesson, 
they said, should teach him ‘to appreciate the worth of demo- 
cratic institutions’. The lesson was hardly edifying, however. 
The German Government first asked him whether he would 
submit to restrictions on his freedom of movement. He answered 
that he was prepared to refrain from any public activity, to 
live in ‘complete seclusion’, preferably somewhere near Berlin, 
and devote himself to literary work. Then he was asked whether 


1 Moya vol. II, pp. 318-33. The Archives. 
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it Would. not be enough for him to come for a short visit, just" 
to undergo medical treatment. When he replied that having no 
choice he would content himself even with thk, he was told 
that in the government’s view he was not so iU as to require any 
special treatment. ‘I asked whether Loebe had offered me the ^ 
right of asylum or the right of burial in Germany. ... In the 
course of a few weeks the democratic right of asylum was thrice 
curtailed. At first it was reduced to the right of resistance under ‘ 
:;pecial restrictions, then to the right of medical treatment, and 
finally to the right of burial. I could thus appreciate the full 
advantages of democracy only as a corpse.’ 

The British House of Commons discussed Trotsky’s ad- 
nission as early as February 1929. The Government made it 
dear that it would not allow him to enter. The country was 
just about to have an election and the Labour Party was 
expected to return to office. Before the end of April two leading 
lights of Fabianism, Sidney and Beatrice Webb, arrj|)!^^n 
Constantinople and respectfully asked Trotsky 
them A Despite old political animosities he entt^tained 
courteously, eagerly enlightening himself on thi^Stonomic and 
political facts of British life. The Webbs expressed their con- 
fidence that the Labour Party would win the election, where- 
upon he remarked that he would then apply for a British visa. 
Sidney Webb regretted that the Labour Government would 
depend on Liberal support in the Commons, and the Liberals 
would object to Trotsky’s admission. After a few weeks Ramsay 
MacDonald did indeed form his second government with 
Sidney Webb, now Lord Passfield, as one of his Ministers. 

Early in June, Trotsky applied to the British Consulate in 
Constantinople and cabled a formal request for a visa to 
MacDonald. He also wrote to Beatrice Webb, in terms as 
elegant as witty, about their talks at Prinkipo and the attraction 
that Britain, especially the British Museum, exercised on him. 
He appealed to Philip Snowden, the Chancellor of the Ex- 
chequer, saying that political differences should not prevent 
him from visiting England just as they had not prevented 
Snowden from going to Russia when Trotsky was in office. T 
hope to be able soon to return you the kind visit you paid me in 

1 The Wdabs’ correspondence with Trotsky is in The Archives, Closed Section. 
The letter in which they ask Trotsky to receive them is dated 29 April 1929. 
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Kislovodsk’, he telegraphed Geor^6 Lansbiiry.^ It was all in' 
vain. However, it was not the Liberals who objected to his 
admission. On the contrary, they protested against the attitude 
of the Labour Ministers; and Lloyd George and Herbert 
Samuel repeatedly intervened, in private, in Trotsky’s favour.^ 
‘This was a variant’, he commented, ‘which Mr. Webb did not 
foresee.’ On and off, for nearly two years, the question was 
raised in Parliament and in the Press. H. G. Wells and Bernard 
Shaw wrote two statements of protest against the barring of 
Trotsky; and J. M. Keynes, C. P. Scott, Arnold Bennett, 
Harold Laski, Ellen Wilkinson, J. L. Garvin, the Bishop of 
Birmingham, and many others appealed to the Government to 
reconsider their decision. The protests and appeals fell on deaf 
ears. ‘This “one act” comedy on the theme of democracy and 
its principles . . Trotsky observed, ‘might have been written 
by Bernard Shaw, if the Fabian fluid which runs in his veins 
n strengthened by as much as five per cent of Jonathan 
, .lood.’ 

Shakir, even if his satirical sting was not at its sharpest on 
this occasion, did what he could. He wrote to Clynes, the 
Home Secretary, about the ‘ironic situation ... of a Labour and 
Socialist government refusing the right of asylum to a very 
distinguished Socialist while granting it ... to the most reac- 
tionary opponents. Now, if the government by excluding Mr. 
Trotsky could have also silenced him. . . . But Mr. Trotsky 
cannot be silenced. His trenchant literary power and the hold, 
which his extraordinary career has given him on the public 
imagination of the modern world, enable him to use every 
attempt to persecute him. ... He becomes the inspirer and the 
hero of all the militants of the extreme left of every country,’ 
Those who had ‘an unreasoning dread of him as a caged lion’ 


1 The copies of the application, cables, and letters are in The Archives, Closed 
Section. The letter to Beatrice Webb, written in French ‘with Rosmer’s help* says, 
inter alia: ‘Je me souviens avec plaisir de votre visite. Ge fiit pour moi une surprise 
agreable ct, bien que nos points de vuc sc soient r^veles irreductibles, ce que nous 
savions bien du reste, la conversation avec Ics Webbs m*a montr^ que celui qui 
a 6tudi6 la d^sormais classique histoire du irade-unionismc pouvait encore bien 
tirer profit d’un entretien avec ses auteurs.* Speaking of the attraction Britain had 
for him, Trotsky mentioned ‘ma sympathie d6ja ancientie pour le British Museum*. 

2 The Archives, Closed Section, British Files. Trotsky’s British correspondent who 
kept him au courant with these developments was a cousin of Herbert Samuel. He 
quoted Samuel himself as die source of the information. 
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should allow him to enter Britain ‘if only to hold the key of his 
cage’. Shaw contrasted Kemal Pasha’s behaviour with Mac- 
Donald’s and found ‘hard to swallow an example of liberality 
set by a Turkish government to a British one’,^ 

Other European governments were no more willing to ‘hold 
the key of his cage’. The French dug up the order of expulsion 
issued against Trotsky in 1916 and declared it to be still in 
force. The Czechs at first were ready to welcome him, and 
Masaryk’s Socialist Minister, Dr. Ludwig Chekh, addressing 
him as ‘Most Respected Comrade’, informed him, in agree- 
ment with Benes, that the visa had been issued; but the 
correspondence ended frigidly, with the ‘Comrade’ addressed 
as ‘-fiferr’ and with an unexplained refusal.^ The Dutch, who 
were giving refuge to Kaiser Wilhelm, would not give it to 
Trotsky. In a letter to Magdclcine Paz he wrote ironically 
that, as he did not even know the Dutch language, the govern- 
ment could rest assured that he would not interfere in doni^tjip 
Dutch affairs; and that he was prepared to live in any ruru\ 
backwater, incognito.® Nor were the Austrians willing to give 
‘an example of liberality’ to others. The Norwegian Government 
declared that they could not allow him to enter their country, 
because they could not guarantee his safety. Trotsky’s friends 
sounded out even the rulers of the Duchy of Luxemburg. 
He found that ‘Europe was without a visa’. He did not even 
think of applying to the United States, for this ‘the most 
powerful nation of the world was also the most frightened’. He 
concluded that ‘Europe and America were without a visa’ 
and, ‘as these two continents owned the other three, the 
planet was without a visa’. ‘On many sides it had been ex- 
plained to me that my disbelief in democracy was my cardinal 
sin. . . . But when I ask to be given a brief object lesson in 
democracy there are no volunteers.’^ 

The truth is that even in exile Trotsky inspired fear. Govern- 
ments and ruling parties made him feel that no one can lead a 
great revolution, defy all the established powers, and challenge 

1 Quoted from the copy of Shaw’s letter to dynes, the Home Secretary, pre- 
served in The Archives^ ibid. Shaw intervened also with Henderson, the Foreign 
Secretary, who ‘refused to interfere’. 

2 Trotsky’s correspondence with Dr. Chekli (Czech), Czechoslovak Minister'^* 
Interior. The Archives, Closed Section. 

3 Ibid. 4 Moya Z^izn^ vol. II, p. 333. 
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the sacred rights of property with impunity. Bourgeois Europe 
gazed with amazement and glee at the spectacle, the like of 
which it had not seen indeed since Napoleon’s downfall — 
never since then had so many governments proscribed one man 
or had one man aroused such widespread animosity and 
alarm. ^ Conservatives had not forgiven him the part he had 
played in defeating the anti-Bolshevik ‘crusade of fourteen 
nations’. No one expressed their feelings better than Winston 
Churchill, the inspirer of that crusade, in a triumphantly 
mocking essay on ‘The Ogre of Europe’. ‘Trotsky, whose frown 
meted death to thousands, sits disconsolate, a bundle of old rags, 
stranded on the shores of the Black Sea.’ Presently Churchill 
had second thoughts, and when he included the essay in 
Great Contemporaries, he replaced the ^bundle of old rags' by the 
words ‘Trotsky — a skin of malice\ Trotsky’s first political 
statements made ‘on the shores of the Black Sea’ showed him to 
havi? ^remained unshaken as enemy of the established order, 
ij^and to be still as defiant and self-confident as he was in the days 
when he led the Red Army and addressed the world from the 
rostrum of the Communist International. No, no, this was not 
‘a bundle of old rags’ — this was ‘a skin of malice’. ^ 

Ignorance of the issues that had split Bolshevism magnified 
the hatred and the fear. Reputable newspapers could not tell 
whether Trotsky’s deportation was not a hoax and whether he 
had not left his country in secret agreement with Stalin in 
order to foster revolution abroad. The Times had ‘reliable infor- 
mation’ that this was indeed the case and saw Trotsky’s hand 


1 . Sir Austen Chamberlain [the Foreign Secretary]’, Trotsky wrote, ‘has, 
according to newspaper reports . . . expressed the opinion that regular relations 
[between Britain and the Soviet Union] . . . will become perfectly possible on the 
day after Trotsky has been put against the wall. This lapidary formula does honour 
to the temperament of the Tory Minister . . . but ... I take the liberty of advising 
him . . . not to insist on this condition. Stalin has sufficiently shown how far he is 
prepared to go to meet Mr. Chamberlain by banishing me from the Soviet Union. 
If he has not gone further, this is not for lack of good will. It would really be too 
unreasonable to penalize, because of this, the Soviet economy and British industry.’ 
Merits j vol. I, p. 27. 

2 Winston S. Churchill, Great Contemporaries, p. 197. My italics. Churchill wrote 
the original essay in reply to an article by Trotsky for John o' London's Weekly. 
Commenting on Churchill’s profile of Lenin, Trotsky had pointed out that 
Churchill’s dates were mostly wrong and that he showed a total lack of insight into 
Lenin’s character because of the gulf that separated him from the founder of 
Bolshevism. ‘Lenin thought in terms of epochs and continents, Churchill thinks in 
terms of parliamentary fireworks ?itidfeuill9tons.' 
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behind Communist demonstrations in Germany. ^ The Morning 
Post reported, with circumstantial details, on secret negotiations 
between Stalin and Trotsky which were to bring the latter back 
to the command of the armed forces; the paper knew that in 
connection with this Trotsky’s sister had travelled between 
Moscow, Berlin, and Constantinople.^ The Daily Express spoke 
of ‘this raven perched upon the bough of British socialism* — 
‘Even with the clipped wings and claws, he is not the sort of fowl 
that wc in Britain can ever hope to domesticate.’® The Manchester 
Guardian and the Observer supported with some warmth Trotsky’s 
claim to political asylum, but theirs were solitary voices. American 
newspapers saw Trotsky as the ‘revolutionary incendiary’ and 
Stalin as ‘the moderate statesman’ with whom America could 
do business.^ The German right wing and nationalist Press was 
raucous and rabid: ‘Germany has enough trouble ... we con- 
sider it superfluous to add to it by extending hospitality to this 
most powerful propagandist of Bolshevism’, said the 
Boersenzeitung.^ ‘Trotsky, the Soviet-Jewish bloodhound/w&ilq 
like to reside in Berlin’, wrote Hitler’s Beobachter, ‘We shall hav^ 
to keep a watchful eye on this Jewish assassin and criminal.’® 

The Social Democratic parties, especially those which 
were in office, felt somewhat disturbed in their democratic 
conscience, but were no less afraid. When George Lansbury 
protested at a Cabinet meeting against the treatment of 
Trotsky, the Prime Minister, the Foreign Secretary, and the 
Home Secretary replied: ‘There he is, in Constantinople, out 
of the way — it is to nobody’s interest that he should be any- 
where else. We arc all afraid of him. Beatrice Webb, express- 

1 The Times, lo May 1929. 

* Morning Post, 6-8 July 1929. The report was reproduced in many European 
papers. See e.g. Intransigeant of 8-9 July. 

^ Daily Express, 19 June 1929. 

^ Sec e.g. The New York American and The New York World of 27 February 1929. 
‘Stalin, intelligent Russian,’ wrote the latter, ‘knows that power without money 
is a shadow, so he leans in the direction of money’ ; and this should ‘interest America's 
conservative government*. 

^ Berliner Bbr sen zeitxing, i February 1929. 

• 9 February 1929. The more ‘respectable’ Hamburger Nachrichten of 25 January 
1929 said: ‘Stalin is reaping the consequence of his blunder in not having sent 
Trotsky and the Trotsky crowd into the Great Beyond. . . .* 

’ The source of this information is Lansbury himself. He related it to Trotsky’s 
British correspondent, whom he assured that he remained opposed to the Cabinet 
decision and that ‘anything I can do behind the scenes to advise you, I will’. 
The Archives, Closed Section. 
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ing admiration for his intellect and ‘heroic character’, wrote to 
Trotsky; ‘My husband and I were very sorry that you were not 
admitted into Great Britain. But I am afraid that anyone who 
preaches the permanence of revolution, that is carries the 
revolutionary war into the politics of other countries, will 
always be excluded from entering those other countries.*^ 
Historically, this was not quite true: Karl Marx and Friedrich 
Engels spent most of their lives as refugees in England ‘preach- 
ing the permanence of the revolution’. But times had changed, 
and Marx and Engels had not been as fortunate and un- 
fortunate as to turn first from obscure political exiles into 
leaders of actual revolution and then back into exiles. Trotsky 
was not greatly surprised by the feeling he evoked. He refused 
to go about the business of visas more diplomatically, as the 
Pazes urged him to do; he would not pull strings behind the 
scenes and refrain from making public appeals.^ Even while he 
wai; seeking a refuge for himself, he was engaged in a battle of 
/ideaai He knew that governments and ruling classes, in their 
V fear of him, were paying him a tribute: they could not view him 
as a private supplicant; they had to treat him as an institution 
and as the embodiment of revolution militant. 


Without waiting for the result of his many requests and the 
canvassing for visas, Trotsky settled down to work. There 
was an unusual bustle on Prinkipo in the very first weeks after 
his arrival. Reporters from all the continents rushed to inter- 
view him. Visitors and friends appeared — in a single month, 
in May, no fewer than seven came from France alone and 
stayed for weeks, even months. Young Trotskyists arrived to 
serve as bodyguards and secretaries. German and American 
publishers called to sign contracts for books and to offer ad- 
vances on royalties. From everywhere dissident communists 
wrote to inquire about points of ideology and policy; and 
presently Trotsky, answering every question systematically and 
scrupulously filing away mountains of paper, found himself 
up to his eyes in a correspondence, amazing in volume, which 

1 Beatrice Webb wrote on 30 April 1930 to thank Trotsky lor a complimentary 
copy of Afy Life. She concluded the letter by offering the ‘subversive propagandist’ 
help with books, periodicals, and documents. 

2 Magdeleine Paz to Trotsky on 14 June 1929. The Archives ^ Closed Section. 
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^ he was to carry on, regardless of circumstances, till the end of 
his life. He was getting ready the first issue of the Bulletin 
Oppozitsii, the little periodical — ^it began to appear in July — 
which was to be his main platform for the discussion of inner 
party affairs and his most important medium of contact with 
the Opposition in the Soviet Union. It was not easy to edit it in 
Biiyuk Ada and to find Russian printers for it first in Paris and 
then in Berlin. At the same time he set out to organize his 
international following. 

In addition, during the very first months of his stay on the 
island, he prepared a number of books for publication. He was 
anxious to acquaint the world with the 1927 Platform of the 
Joint Opposition, which was to sec the light under the title 
TAe Real Situation in Russia, He assembled a collection of docu- 
ments, suppressed in the Soviet Union, which were to make the 
volume on The Stalinist School of Falsification, In The Third 
International After Lenin he presented his ‘Critique of the Dr^^t 
Programme of the Third Internationar and the message he had. 
addressed to the Sixth Congress from Alma Ata. Shortened 
and partly garbled versions of these texts had already appeared 
abroad, which was one more reason why Trotsky was eager to 
produce the full and authentic statements. Permanent Revolution 
was the small book, also written at Alma Ata, in which he 
restated and defended his theory in controversy with Radek. 

The main literary fruit of the season was, however. My Life, 
Urged by Preobrazhensky and other friends to write his auto- 
biography, he had, at Alma Ata, jotted down the opening 
parts narrating his childhood and youth; and on Prinkipo 
he hurriedly went on with the work, sending out chapters, as 
he completed them, to his German, French, and English 
translators. His progress was so rapid that one may wonder 
whether he had not drafted much more at Alma Ata than 
just the opening parts. Less than three months after he had 
come to Biiyiik Ada he was already able to write to the 
Klyachkos in Vienna, an old Russian revolutionary family 
with whom he was friendly well before 1914: ‘I am still 
completely immersed in this autobiography, and I do not know 
how to get out of it. I could have virtually completed it long 
ago, but an accursed pedantry does not allow me to complete it. 
I go on looking up references, checking dates, deleting one 
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thing and inserting another. More than once I have felt 
tempted to throw it all into the fireplace and to take to more 
serious work. But, alas, this is summer, there is no fire in the 
fireplaces, and, by the way, there are no fireplaces here either.’^ 
In May he had sent to Alexandra Ramm, his German translator, 
a large part of the work; a few weeks later she already had in hand 
the chapters on the civil war. But in July his ‘accursed pedantry’ 
pestered him again and he went back to rewrite the opening 
pages of the book. Early in the autumn the whole manuscript 
had already gone out and fragments were being serialized in 
newspapers. While he was still fastidiously correcting the 
German and the French translations, he was getting ready to 
start the History of the Russian Revolution, the first synopsis of 
which Alexandra Ramm received before the end of Nov- 
ember.2 

Amid this burst of activity he was never free from anxieties 
about children, grandchildren, and friends he had left ‘beyond 
the frontier’. The sorrow of Nina’s agony and death was still 
fresh with him when Zina’s illness — Zina was his elder daughter 
from his first marriage — disturbed him. He inquired for news 
from her via Paris, where the Pazes kept in touch with his 
family in Moscow through a sympathizer on the staff of the 
Soviet Embassy. Zina suffered from consumption; and the 
death of her sister, the persecution of her father, the deportation 
to Siberia of Platon Volkov, her husband, and the difficulty of 
keeping herself and her two children alive, had strained her 
mental balance. She tried unsuccessfully to obtain official 
permission to leave the country and join her father. Trotsky 
supported her financially; and his well-wishers urged the Soviet 
Government to grant her an exit permit. Her mother, Alex- 
andra Sokolovskaya, was still in Leningrad, though no one 
knew how long she would be allowed to stay there; and she 
took care of Nina’s children — their father too, Man-Ncvelson, 
was deported and imprisoned. This was not all: Lyova’s 
wife and child were also left in Moscow, at fate’s mercy. 

1 The letter was written on i June 1929. The Archives^ Closed Section. 

2 Alexandra Ramm, of Russian origin, was the wile of Franz Pfemfert, editor of 
a radical weekly Aktion. Pfemfert had been expelled from the Communist party as 
an ‘ultra-radical* after the third Congress of the Comintern, when Trotsky’s 
influence was at its height; but he and his wife, disregarding political diflTerences, 
retained to the end a warm friendship for Trotsky. 
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Thus, among Trotsky’s next of kin no fewer than four families 
were broken up by the pitiless political conflict. And almost 
every week brought news about victimization of friends and 
untold miseries, illnesses in prison, starvation, clashes with 
jailers, hunger strikes, suicides, and deaths. Trotsky did what 
he could to arouse protests, especially against the persecution 
of Rakovsky, until lately the best known and the most respected 
of Soviet Ambassadors in the West, who was dragged from one 
place of deportation to another and suffered heart attacks, and 
from whom there was no news for several months. 

Trotsky’s vitality got the better of anxiety, worry, and 
fatigue. He drowned his sorrows in tenacious work and in 
intercourse with friends and followers; and he sought relief 
from the strain of work in rowing and fishing in the sky- 
coloured waters of the Marmara. Even while he rested he was 
unable to bring his energy to a standstill; he had to expend it 
in strenuous exertion all the time. As at Alma Ata his fisl^g 
was still a matter of elaborate expeditions with heavy WatB,, 
stones, and dragnets. He would go out for long trips, acebm-’'; 
panied by two Turkish fishermen who gradually becarrie part of 
the household; and with them he toiled, dragged the nets and 
stones, and carried back loads of fish. (Eastman, who found 
Trotsky’s ‘idea of relaxation’ disagreeable, wondered ‘if that is 
the mood in which he will go fishing— intense, speedy, system- 
atic, organized for success, much as he went to Kazan to defeat 
the White Armies’.^) He was unable to use his strength, physical 
or mental, sparingly; and even chronic ill-health did not seem 
to impair his sinewy agility. Sometimes he sailed out by himself 
and, to the alarm of his family and secretaries, disappeared for 
long periods. A follower who arrived at such a moment 
wondered whether Trotsky was not afraid that the G.P.U. 
might lay a trap for him out at sea. Trotsky replied somewhat 
fatalistically that the G.P.U. were so powerful that once they 
decided to destroy him he would be helpless anyhow. In the 
meantime he saw no reason why he should become his own 
jailer and deny himself the little freedom left to him, and the 
colour and taste of life. ^ 


1 Eastman, loc. cit. 

2 M. Parijanine describes vividly a fishing escapade with Trotsky far in the 
waters of Asia Minor: ‘. . . he was bent on getting his trophy . . . one could sense 
his secret happiness ... he is mastering the element." At nightfall they were caught 
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The misgivings with which he had arrived in Turkey were 
somewhat allayed. The Turks behaved correctly, even help- 
fully. Kemal Pasha was as good as his word, though Trotsky 
was still incredulous. The police guards, placed at the gates of 
the villa, attached themselves so much to their ward that they 
also became part of the household, running errands, and 
helping in domestic chores. The White emigres made no 
attempt to penetrate behind the high fences and hedges. Even 
the G.P.U. seemed remote and uninterested. This appearance, 
however, was deceptive: the G.P.U. were anything but aloof. 
All too often one of their agents, posing as an ardent follower, 
slipped into Trotsky’s entourage as secretary or bodyguard. 
‘A Latvian Franck stayed at Prinkipo for five months’, writes 
Natalya. ‘Later we learned that he was an informer of the 
Russian Secret Service, just like one Sobolevicius, also a 
Latvian, who came to us for a short stay only (his brother 
Roman Well acted as aj^ent provocateur in Opposition circles 
in j^m*is and central Europe . . The trouble was that not all 
those who were exposed as agents provocateurs necessarily acted 
that part, whereas the most dangerous spies were never 
detected. Sobolevicius, for instance, thirty years later im- 
prisoned in the United States as a Soviet agent, confessed that 
he had indeed spied on Trotsky during the Prinkipo period. ^ 

by a great storm. The boat was very nearly overwhelmed; the Turkish gendarme 
accompanying them was crying with fear; and Trotsky took the oars and struggled 
vigorously against the tide. Such was his calm, concern for companions, and 
humour that Parijaninc thought of ‘Don’t fear . . . thou hast Caesar and his 
fortunes with tliee’. They found refuge in an empty liut on a deserted little island. 
Next morning, left without food, they shot two rabbits. Parijaninc, having only 
wounded his rabbit, killed it off. ‘This is not the hunter’s way,’ Trotsky said, ‘one 
doesn’t kill a wounded animal.’ In the meantime the Turkish authorities had begun 
a search; and some peasants came to the rescue. Trotsky received the help with 
self-irony, recalling Shchedrin’s story about two Russian generals lost in an un- 
known land and unable to procure the barest necessities of life. ‘Ah,’ sighs one 
of them, ‘if only we could find a mouzhik here !’ ‘And lo, the mouzhik appears at once; 
and in a moment he has done all that was needed’. ‘A Leon Trotsky’, Les Humbles, 
May-June 1934. 

^ V. Serge, Vie et Mort de Trotsky, pp. 201-2. 

2 See Hearing before the Subcommittee to Investigate the Administration of the Internal 
Security Act, etc. United States Senate, 21 November 1957, pp. 4875-6, where 
Sobolevicius appears under the name of Jack Soble. In his correspondence with 
Trotsky he used the cover name Senin. His brother Dr. Soblen, also condemned, 
fled from the U.S.A. to Israel in 1962; but was denied refuge there. Being returned 
to the United States, via England, he committed two attempts on his life and died 
in London. 
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Yet his whole correspondence with Trotsky and the circum- 
stances of their break throw doubt on the veracity of this part 
of his confession. Sobolevicius himself broke with Trotsky 
after he had openly and repeatedly expressed important 
political disagreements, which was not the manner in which an 
agent provocateur would behave. Trotsky denounced him in the 
end as a Stalinist, but did not believe that he was an agent 
provocateur. Whatever the truth, both Sobolevicius and his 
brother enjoyed Trotsky’s almost unqualified confidence 
during the first three Prinkipo years. They were no novices 
to Trotskyist circles. Sobolevicius had been in Russia as 
correspondent of the left Marxist Saechsische Arbeiterzeitung^ 
and there he joined the Trotskyist Opposition in 1927. Both 
he and his brother were later not only extremely active in 
France and Germany, they also supplied Trotsky with much 
useful information and with reference materials for his books; 
they helped him to publish the Bulleten Oppozitsii\ and through 
their hands went much of his clandestine correspondence with 
the Soviet Union, codes, chemically written letters, cover ; 
addresses, etc.^ 

In an underground organization it is hardly ever possible to 
keep out the agent provocateur altogether. The organization is 
invariably the stool-pigeon’s target; and it is just as easy to 
err on the side of too much suspicion, which may paralyse the 
entire organization, as on the side of too little vigilance. What 
made matters worse for Trotsky was that only very few of his 
western followers were familiar with the Russian language and 
background, and so he was unduly dependent on the few that 
were. His work would have been almost impossible without 
Lyova’s assistance. But this was not enough; and Trotsky 
accepted his son’s sacrifice with uneasiness, for it was a sacrifice 
on the part of a man in his early twenties to condemn himself 
to a hermit-like existence on Prinkipo. So Trotsky was all too 
often on the look-out for a Russian secretary, and this made it 
easier for the stool-pigeon to sneak in. Occasionally friends 
forestalled trouble with a timely warning. Thus, early in 1930, 
Valentine Olberg, of Russian-Menshevik parentage, posing as a 
Trotskyist, tried hard to obtain access to Prinkipo as a secre- 

^ The correspondence between Trotsky, Sobolevicius, and his brother R. Well 
(Dr. Soblen) fills two files in the Closed Section of The Archives. 
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tary. But from Berlin Franz Pfemfert and Alexandra Ramm, 
suspicious of the applicant, informed Trotsky of their fears and 
Olberg was turned away — in 1936 he was to appear as defend- 
ant and witness against Trotsky, Zinoviev, and Kamenev in 
the first of the great Moscow trials.^ Such timely warnings 
were all too rare, however; and in years to come the shadowy 
figure of the agent provocateur was to follow Trotsky like a curse. 


Trotsky’s financial circumstances during the Prinkipo period 
were much easier than he had expected. His literary earnings 
were large, life on the island was cheap, and his and the family’s 
needs were extremely modest. As the household increased, 
with secretaries and long-staying guests always around, and as 
the correspondence became almost as voluminous as that of a 
minor government department, the expenses rose to 12,000 
and even 15,000 American dollars per year.^ A wide inter- 
national readership assured Trotsky of correspondingly high 
fees and royalties. For his first articles written in Constantinople 
he received 10,000 dollars, of which he put aside 6,000 as a 
publication fund for the Bulletin Oppozitsii and French and even 
American Trotskyist papers. Later in the year he received 
considerable advances on the various editions of My Life, 
7,000 dollars on the American edition alone. In 1932 the 
Saturday Evening Post paid 45,000 dollars for the serialization of 
the History of the Russian Revolution,^ When he left the Soviet 
Consulate in Constantinople, Trotsky borrowed 20,000 French 
francs from Maurice Paz. A year later he repaid the debt and 
had no need to borrow any more. When in May 1929 Paz 
inquired whether he was not in any difficulties, Trotsky 

1 Pfemfert’s correspondence with Trotsky, April 1930, ibid. Olberg was a 
member of the Reichsleitung of the German Opposition. He aroused suspicion by 
his insistent inquiries about Trotsky’s contacts with followers in the Soviet Union. 
(See also the correspondence between Olberg and Lev Sedov.) Whether he was an 
agent-provocateur in 1930 or became one later is, as in the case of Sobolevicius, not 
definitely established. After the rise of Nazism, in 1933-4, Olberg is said to have 
lived in dire poverty as a political emigre in Czechoslovakia. He may, of course, 
have acted as a Stalinist stool-pigeon for ‘ideological’ reasons, without receiving 
any reward. He was a defendant and one of the Prosecution’s chief witnesses in 
Zinoviev’s trial in 1936; and was sentenced to death. 

2 Eastman, op. cit. 

3 These data are drawn from Trotsky’s accounts and correspondence with his 
publishers and literary agents. The Archives, Closed Section. 
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answered that far from this being the case he could now afford 
to assist financially his political friends in the West. This, as his 
correspondence and preserved accounts show, he did with ait 
unstinting hand, on which some of the recipients presently 
came rather unbecomingly to rely. 


Long before their defeat Trotsky, Zinoviev, and even 
Shlyapnikov had made attempts at organizing their followers 
in foreign Communist parties. These efforts were not al- 
together unsuccessful at first, despite excommunications and 
expulsions.^ The tactical manoeuvres and retreats, however, of 
the Russian Opposition disorientated communists abroad as 
strongly as Stalinist reprisals intimidated them. The final 
capitulation of Zinoviev’s faction demoralized its foreign 
associates. Trotsky’s reverses and deportation had not had quite 
the same effect. In the eyes of communists not yet fully prepared 
to submit to Stalinist dictates, his moral authority stood as Mgh 
as ever; and the legend which surrounded his name, the leg^tiidi 
of indomitable militancy and victory, was enriched with its 
new note of martyrdom. Yet the Comintern had already 
stigmatized Trotskyism with so much brutality and was so 
ferociously stamping it out from foreign sections that no 
communist could hope to gain any advantage by embracing the 
heresy; and few were those prepared to follow the martyr on his 
path. 

From Prinkipo, Trotsky set out to rally anew his supporters, 
past and present. That he had no power to share with them did 
not in his eyes render the undertaking hopeless — this made 
it in a way even more attractive. Knowing that self-seekers 
and bureaucrats would not respond, he appealed only to the 
thoughtful and disinterested. Had not the strength of a revolu- 
tionary organization always consisted in the depth of the 
conviction held by its members and in their devotion rather 
than in their numbers? At the turn of the decade Stalin’s mastery 
of the Comintern was still superficial. Almost anyone who spent 

^ In a lelter written to Sobolevicius and Well ou 4 November 1929, Trotsky 
maintained that the German Leninbund (rarried on its activities for money which its 
leaders had received from Pyatakov before the latter’s capitulation. The scale of 
these activities was so modest that quite a small amount of money would have 
enabled them to carry on. 
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those years in the Communist ;party can relate from experience 
the bewilderment and the reluctance with which cadres and 
rankers alike began to conform to the new orthodoxy con- 
secrated in Moscow. Underneath the conformity, still only skin 
deep, there was malaise, incredulity, and restiveness; and there 
were old Marxist habits of thought and uneasy consciences, to 
which Trotsky’s fate was a constant challenge. The good party 
man considered it his supreme duty to practise solidarity with 
the Russian revolution; and so he could not take it upon himself 
to contradict the men who now ruled Moscow, who spoke with 
the voice of the revolution, and who insisted that the foreign 
communist should, at committees and cells, vote for resolutions 
condemning Trotskyism. The party man voted as he was 
required, but the whole ‘campaign’ remained to him a sad 
puzzle. The venom with which it was pursued vaguely offended 
him. He w^as unable to discern its motive. And sometimes he 
wondered why he should be required to add his own modest 
endorsement to the awe-inspiring anathemas pronounced from 
^$0 far above. Working-class members, except for the very young 
and uninformed, recalled the days of Trotsky’s glory, his 
resounding assaults on world capitalism, and his fiery mani- 
festoes that had stirred so many of them and even brought some 
of them into the ranks. The change in the party’s attitude 
towards the man whom they remembered as Lenin’s closest 
companion seemed incomprehensible. Yet there was little or 
nothing they could do about it. Here and there a few men 
disgusted by this or that manipulation of the ‘party line’ 
renounced membership; but most reflected that they should 
not perhaps be unduly concerned over what looked like a 
feud among the big chiefs, that Russia was anyhow far away 
and difficult to understand, but that their own class enemies 
were near at home, and against them the Communist party 
fought reliably and bravely. They continued to give their 
allegiance to the party, but they did so despite and not because 
of Stalinism; and for some time yet they shrugged with em- 
barrassment when they heard party officialdom rail against 
Trotsky, the ‘traitor and the counter-revolutionary’. 

Trotsky’s hold on the imagination of the left and radical 
intelligentsia was still immense. When Bernard Shaw wrote of 
him as becoming anew the ‘inspirer and hero of all the militants 
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of the extreme left of every country’ he was not as far from the 
truth as may have seemed later. ^ We have seen the impressive 
list of the celebrities of radical England who spoke up in 
Trotsky’s defence against their own government. (True, 
the British Communist party was less ‘infected with Trotsky- 
ism’ than any other; yet in Trotsky’s Prinkipo correspondence 
one finds a thick file of extremely friendly and revealing letters 
he exchanged with an English communist writer, later notor- 
ious for Stalinist orthodoxy.) Among European and American 
poets, novelists, and artists, famous or about to gain fame, 
Andre Breton and others of the Surrealist school, Henrietta 
Roland Holst, the Dutch poetess, Panait Istrati, whose meteoric 
and sad literary career was then at its zenith, Diego Rivera, 
Edmund Wilson, the young Andre Malraux, and many 
others, were under his spell. ‘Trotsky continued to haunt the 
communist intellectuals’, says a historian of American com- 
munism; and by way of illustration he quotes Michael Gold the 
well-known communist writer and editor who even after the 
first anathemas on Trotsky ‘could not resist extolling Trotsky 
[in the Mew Masses] as “almost as universal as Leonardo da 
Vinci”’! As late as 1930 Gold wrote, among some tritely 
derogatory remarks, that ‘ “Trotsky is now an immortal part of 
the great Russian Revolution . . . one of the permanent legends 
of humanity, like Savonarola or Danton”.’^ ‘The unbounded 
admiration for Trotsky was not confined to Michael Gold’, 
testifies another American communist man of letters, ‘it marked 
all the extreme radicals of this country who followed Russian 
events. . . .’ 

In most European countries groups of expelled Trotskyists 

1 Shaw had many times expressed his admiration for Trotsky with unusual 
ardour. In one of his letters to Molly Tompkins, for instance, he wrote: 

‘Yesterday ... I had with me a bundle of reports of the speeches of our great 
party leaders, and a half-crown book by Trotsky. . . . For sheer coarse savage 
bloodymindcdness it would be Jiard to beat the orations of Birkenhead, Lloyd 
George, and C^hurchill. For good sense, unaffected frankness, and educated mental 
capacity give me Trotsky all the time. To turn from the presidential campaign in 
your country and the general election here to his surveys of the position is to move 
to another planet.’ G. B. Shaw, To a Toung Actress, p. 78. It was Shaw who first 
compared Trotsky, the writer, with Lessing (in terms which lie borrowed from 
Heines ^ur Geschichte der Philosophic md Religion in Deutschland). See my Preface to 
The Prophet Armed. Sec also further, p. 369. 

* Th. Draper, American Communism and Soviet Russia, p. 358 ; and Roots of American 
Communism, p. 129. Sec alsoj. Freeman, An American Testament, pp. 383-4. 
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and Zinovievists, led by a few of the founders of the Communist 
International, were active. It was only five years or so since the 
Central Committee of the French party had unanimously 
protested to Moscow against the anti-Trotskyist campaign. 
Between 1924 and 1929 Alfred Rosmer, Boris Souvarine, and 
others went on contending against Stalinism.^ Trotskyist 
sympathies were alive in the revolutionary-syndicalist circle of 
Pierre Monatte which had formed one of the constituent 
elements of the French Communist party but had since become 
estranged from it. The Zinovievists kept their own coterie. 
In Germany there were the Leninbund and also the 
Wedding Opposition (so called after Berlin’s largest working- 
class district) ; but there Zinovievism, as represented by 
Arkadii Maslov and Ruth Fisher, rather than Trotskyism set 
the tone of the dissidencc. Two important Italian communist 
leaders, Antonio Gramsci and Amadeo Bordiga, both Musso- 
lini’s prisoners, had declared themselves against Stalin: 
Gramsci, from his prison cell, had sent his declaration to 
Moscow, where Togliatti, the party’s representative with the 
Comintern Executive, suppressed it.^ Andres Nin, the most able 

1 The Prophet Unarmed, pp. 140-1. In 1926 Pyaiakov, then on the staff of the 
Soviet Embassy in Paris, sought to unite the various anti-Stalinist elements 
expelled from the French Communist party. In Moscow, Trotsky and Zinoviev 
were forming the Joint Opposition, and Pyatakov’s task was to create a French 
counterpart to it. He held meetings with Rosmer, A. Dunois, Loriot, Souvarine, 
Monatte, Paz, and others, and initiated the publication of Contre le Courant. But 
Rosmer and Monatte, hostile towards any idea of a ‘bloc’ between Trotskyists and 
Zinovievists, refused to co-operate; and so Contre le Courant began to appear as the 
French organ of the Joint Opposition, under the editorship of the Pazes and 
Loriot. Rosmer and Monatte continued their anti-Stalinist activities independently. 

2 Bulletin Oppozitsii, nos. 1 7- 1 8, 1 930, see also Rosmer’s letter to 'Irotsky of i o April 
1930 in The Archives, Closed Section. About this time three members of the Italian 
Politbureau, Ravazzoli, Leonetti, and Tresso, went over to the Trotskyist Opposi- 
tion. They were friends and followers of Gramsci; and one of them informed 
Rosmer about Gramsci’s letter to Togliatti and its suppression. In 1961 I asked 
Togliatti publicly, in the Italian Press, to explain the matter. He answered through 
a friend of his that Gramsci had indeed urged him in 1926 not to involve Italian 
communism in the Russian inner-party struggle. (Togliatti had backed Bukharin 
and Stalin against Trotsky.) Togliatti maintains that Gramsci’s letter arrived in 
Moscow during an inner-party truce; and so, after consulting Bukharin, he decided 
that it had no relevance to the current situation. When the struggle between 
Stalin and Trotsky was resumed, the Comintern and the Italian party were 
nevertheless kept in ignorance about Gramsci’s attitude. This attitude accounted 
for the oblivion to which Gramsci’s memory was consigned during the Stalin era. 
Only after Stalin’s death were Gramsri’s merits ‘rediscovered’, and Togliatti 
initiated something like a posthumous Gramsci cult in the Italian party. 
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exponent of Marxism in Spain, had thrown in his lot With the ^ 
Russian Opposition and had for years kept in touch with 
Trotsky.^ In Holland Maring-Sneevliet, the first inspirer of 
Indonesian communism, led a fairly strong group of Dutch 
left trade unionists opposed to Stalinism. In Belgium Van 
Overstraetcn and Lesoil, ex-chiefs of the Communist party, ' 
and their followers strongly entrenched in the large mining 
district of Charleroi, had also embraced Trotskyism. 

The inner party controversy had some repercussions even in 
Asia. The germs of Trotskyism had been brought to Shanghai, 
Peking, Quantung, and Wuhan by former students of the 
Sun Yat-sen University in Moscow, witnesses of Trotsky’s 
struggle over the Chinese issue in 1927. In 1928 they held the 
first national conference of the Chinese Opposition; and some of 
them looked forward to an alliance with Mao Tse-tung, on 
whom the Comintern frowned at this time, because his attitude 
in 1925-7 had often coincided with Trotsky’s and because he 
was now, at the ebb of the revolution, embarking upon partisan 
warfare against the Kuomintang. In 1929 Chen Tu-hsiu, 
party’s leader up to 1927, came out with the Open Lettci: in f 
which he revealed the sordid inner story of the relations between 
Moscow, the Kuomintang, and Chinese communism, and 
acknowledged that Trotsky’s criticisms of Stalin’s and Buk- 
harin’s policy had been only too well founded.® The Trotskyist 


1 Nin was in correspondence with Trotsky during the Alma Ata period. The 
Archives. 

2 Trotsky’s interest in China was as sustained as his contacts with his Chinese fol- 
lowers were, in the circumstances, close. In the summer or autumn of 1929 Lin Tse 
(?), an Oppositionist route irom Moscow to China, visited him in Prinkipo, and 
thereafter, until 1940, Trotsky was in almost regular correspondence with several 
groups in Ciiina representing different shades of Opposition. As early as 1929-31 
his Chinese followers reported to him the rivalries between Li Li-san, then official 
party leader, Ghu Tch, and Mao Tse-tung, dismissing the former two as ‘oppor- 
tunists’ and placing great hopes on Mao. Some of Trotsky’s followers were not at 
all elated over Chen Tu-hsiu’s ‘conversion to Trotskyism*; they considered him a 
‘liquidator' and lield that he had played out his role. Trotsky, to whom Mao’s 
name could not yet mean much, attached great importance to Chen Tu-lisiu, the 
‘grand old man* of Chinese Marxism, and tried to reconcile the Chinese Trotskyists 
witli him. Chen Tu-lisiu himself, in a letter to IVotsky of i December 1930, 
explained that he had first acquainted himself with the latter’s views on the 
Chinese Revolution in Uic summer of 1929, and that no sooner had he done so than 
he became convinced of their correctness. (The Archives, Closed Section. Further 
reference to this correspondence is made later on pp. 423-24. Chen Tu-hsiu’s part in 
the revolution of 1925-7 is described in The Prophet Unarmed, pp. 317-38.) 
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infliimce made itself felt in Indo-Chiria, Indonesia^ and Ceylon. 

. About* the same time Trotsky gained new adherents in America : 
James P. Cannon and Max Shachtman, members of the 
Central Committee in the United States, and Maurice Spector, 
chairman of tlie Communist party of Canada. Even in remote 
Mexico a group of communists, encouraged by Diego Rivera, 
rallied to the cause of the heretics defeated in Moscow. 

Trotsky established liaison with all these groups, and tried 
to weld them into a single organization. Since his deportation 
from Moscow they had lived on crumbs of his thought and had 
published, in small papers and bulletins, fragments of his 
writings, surreptitiously brought out of the Soviet Union, 
His appearance in Constantinople gave them a fillip; his moral 
authority was their greatest asset; and they expected him to 
give life to a world-wide communist opposition to Stalinism. 
True, his authority was also a liability, for they were becoming 
accustomed to the constricting roles of disciples and devotees. 
Trotskyism was already, as Heinrich Brandler put it, a tiny 
^ jbdat overweighted by a huge sail. Even in the Russian Opposi- 
Trotsky’s personality had been pre-eminent; but there at 
least he had been surrounded by associates distinguished in the 
revolution, men of independent mind, strong character, and 
rich experience. There were, with one or two exceptions, no 
men of such weight among his associates outside Russia. 
He hoped that this weakness of the Opposition would soon be 
remedied and that new leaders would rise from the ranks. He 
did not imagine that he would remain the only expatriate 
leader of the Russian Opposition. He expected that Stalin 
would banish others beside him, especially Rakovsky and 
Radek, and that once these had emerged from Russia the 
international opposition would obtain a ‘strong directing 
centre’.^ These expectations were not to be fulfilled: Stalin had 
no intention of strengthening Trotsky’s hand by further 
banishments. 


What, apart from the magic of a personality, did 1 rotskyism 
represent at tliis stage ? 

1 J 3 . 0 ., nos. 1-2, July 1929. From now on the initials B.O. aic used ior Bulletin 
Oppozitsii. 
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At its heart were the principles of revolutionary inter- 
nationalism and proletarian democracy. Revolutionary inter- 
nationalism belonged to the heritage of classical Marxism; the 
Third International had once rescued it from the failing hands 
of the Second; and now Trotsky defended it against both the 
Third and the Second Internationals. This principle was no 
mere abstraction to him: it permeated his thought and his 
political instincts. He never viewed any issue of policy otherwise 
than in the international perspective; and the supranational 
interest of communism was his supreme criterion. Hence he 
saw the doctrine of ‘socialism in a single country’ as a ‘national 
socialist’ distortion of Marxism and as the epitome of the 
national self-sufficiency and arrogance of the Soviet bureau- 
cracy. That doctrine now ruled not only in the Soviet Union, 
where at least it met a psychological need; it was also the 
official canon of international communism, where it met no 
such need. In bowing to the sacred egoism of Stalinist Russia the 
Comintern had shattered its own raison d^itre: an Internationzd 
hitched to socialism in a single country was a contradiction in , 
terms. Trotsky pointed out that, theoretically, the conception 
of an isolated and self-contained socialist state was alien to 
Marxist thinking — it originated in the national-reformist 
theory of the German revisionists of the nineteenth century — 
and that practically it expressed renunciation of international 
revolution and the subordination of Comintern policy to 
Stalinist expediency.^ Upholding the primacy of the inter- 

1 IVotsky traced the ancestry of Socialism in a Single Country to G. Vollmar, the 
well-known German reformist, who twenty years before Bernstein’s ‘revisionist’ 
campaign expounded the idea of the ‘isolated socialist state’. (This, we may add, 
was a socialist variation on the basic theme of List’s economics.) Vollmar’s con- 
ception, Trotsky pointed out, was more subtle than Stalin’s or Bukharin’s, because 
his isolated socialist state was to be a state like Germany, enjoying technological 
ascendancy, not an underdeveloped peasant nation. Vollmar saw in the technolog- 
ical superiority of the isolated socialist state over its capitalist neighbours the 
guarantee of its security and success, whereas Bukharin and Stalin (up to 1928) 
were satisfied tliat such a state could flourish even in industrial backwardness. (See 
Trotsky, The Third International After Lenin, pp. 43-4.) Vollmar also imagined that 
a socialist Germany, using the advantages of superior technology and planned 
economy, would vanquish its capitalist neighbours through peaceful economic 
competition and would thus render revolution in other countries more or less 
superfluous. With this idea, Vollmar anticipated not only and not so much the 
Stalinistk-Bukharinist conception of the 1920s as the Khrushchevite theses of 
‘economic competition’ and ‘peaceful transition to socialism* adopted by the XX 
Congress of the Soviet Communist party in February 1956. 
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national interest vis'-d-vis the national, Trotsky was, however, 
far from treating the national needs of the Soviet Union with 
any degree of nihilistic neglect, or from overlooking its specific 
diplomatic or military interests; and he insisted that the 
defence of the workers’ first state was the duty of every com- 
munist. But he was convinced that Stalinist *self-sufficiency 
weakened the Soviet Union, whose ultimate interest lay in 
overcoming its isolation and in the spread of revolution. He held 
therefore that at decisive stages of the international class 
struggle the workers’ state should, on a long term view, be 
prepared to sacrifice immediate advantages rather than 
obstruct that struggle, as Stalin and Bukharin obstructed the 
Chinese Revolution in 1925-7. In the coming decade this 
controversy was to shift to issues of communist strategy and 
tactics vis-d-vis Nazism and the Popular Fronts; but underlying 
it still was the same conflict between (to use an analogy with 
contemporary American politics) Trotskyist internationalism 
and the isolationism which coloured Stalin’s policies in the 
nineteen-twenties and thirties. 

On the face of it Trotsky’s attitude was, or should have been, 
much more congenial to communists outside the Soviet Union 
than was Stalin’s, and he had reason to expect that it would 
meet with the stronger response, for he dwelt on their impor- 
tance as independent actors in the international class struggle, 
whereas Stalinism assigned to them the parts of the mere 
clients of the ‘workers’ fatherland’. 

Trotsky’s advocacy of ‘proletarian democracy’ aimed at 
freeing the Communist parties from the rigidities of their ultra- 
bureaucratic organization and at the restitution in their midst 
of ‘democractic centralism’. This principle, too, had been 
embedded in their Marxist tradition and was still inscribed in 
their statutes. Democratic centralism had sought to safeguard 
for the Socialist and later the Communist parties freedom in 
discipline and discipline in freedom. It obliged them to main- 
tain the strictest concord and unity in action, and allowed them 
to entertain the widest diversity of views compatible with their 
programme. It committed minorities to carrying out majority 
decisions; and it bound the majority to respect the right of any 
minority to criticize and oppose. It invested the Central Com- 
mittee of any party (and the leadership of the Internationa 
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with the power to committid effectively the rank and file 
during its tenure of office ; but it made that Central Com- 
mittee dependent on the will and the unhampered vote of the 
rank and file. The principle had therefore been of great 
educative and practical political value for the movement; and 
its abandonment and replacement by bureaucratic central- 
ism crippled the International. If in the Soviet party the 
monolithic discipline and the over-centralization were part and 
parcel of the organic evolution of the Bolshevik monopoly of 
power, the extension of this regime to the foreign sections 
of the Comintern was wholly artificial and bore no relation 
to their national environments and conditions of existence. 

Most western Communist parties had been accustomed to act 
within the multi-party system where, as a rule, they enjoyed 
the formal freedom of criticism and debate. Their leaders now 
found themselves in the paradoxical situation that within their 
own organization they denied their own followers the rights 
which the latter enjoyed outside the organization. By 1930 no 
German, French, or other communist could voice dissent 
the party line; they had to accept as gospel all official pro^-' 
nouncements coming from Moscow. Thus every Communist 
party became in its own country something like a bizarre 
enclave, sharply separated from the rest of the nation not so 
much by its revolutionary purpose as by a code of behaviour 
which had little to do with that purpose. This was the code of a 
quasi-ecclcsiastical order which subjected its members to a 
mental drill as severe as any that had been practised in any 
monastic body since the counter-reformation. It is true that by 
means of this drill the Stalinized Comintern achieved extra- 
ordinary feats of discipline. But discipline of this type was 
destructive of the efficacy of a revolutionary party. Such a 
party must be in and of the people among whom it works; it 
must not be set apart by the observances of an esoteric cult. 
Stalinism, with its devotions, burnt offerings, and incense, 
undoubtedly fascinated some intellectuals in search of a creed, 
those intellectuals who were later to curse it as the ‘God that 
failed’. But the cult that captivated them rarely appealed to the 
mass of workers, to those ‘sturdy proletarians’ whom it was 
supposed to suit. Moreover, the strange discipline and ritual 
tied the party agitators hand and foot when what they needed 
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was a free and easy approach to those whom they desired to win 
for their cause. When the European communist went out to 
argue his case before a working-class audience, he usually met 
there a Social Democratic opponent whose arguments he had 
to refute and whose slogans he had to counter. Most frequently 
he was unable to do this, because he lacked the habits of 
political debate, which were not cultivated within the party, 
and because his schooling deprived him of the ability to preach 
to the unconverted. He could not probe adequately into his 
opponent’s case when he had to think all the time about his 
own orthodoxy and to check perpetually whether in what he 
himself was saying he was not unwittingly deviating from the 
party line. He could expound with mechanical fanaticism a 
prescribed set of arguments and slogans; but unforeseen 
opposition or heckling at once put him out of countenance. 
When he was called upon, as he often was, to answer criticisms 
of the Soviet Union he could rarely do so convincingly; his 
thanksgiving prayers to the workers’ fatherland and his hosan- 
nas for Stalin covered him with ridicule in the eyes of any 
sober-minded audience. This inefTcctivcncss of the Stalinist 
agitation was one of the main reasons why over many years, 
even in the most favourable circumstances, that agitation made 
little or no headway against Social Democratic reformism. 

Trotsky set out to shake the Communist parties from their 
petrifaction and to reawaken in them the elan^ the self-reliance, 
and the fighting ardour which were once theirs — and which 
they could not recover without freedom in their own ranks. 
Again and again he expounded the meaning of ‘democratic 
centralism’ for the benefit of communists who had never 
grasped it or who had forgotten it. He appealed to them in their 
own interest, in the name of their own dignity and future, 
hoping that they would not remain unresponsive. And indeed, 
if reason, Marxist principle, or communist self-interest had had 
any say in the matter, his arguments and pleas would not have 
fallen on deaf ears. 

Apart from its fundamental principles, Trotskyism repre- 
sented also a set of tactical conceptions varying with circum- 
stances. An inordinately large proportion of Trotsky’s writings 
in exile consists of comments on these topics, which are rarely 
exciting to outsiders, especially after the lapse of time. However, 



38 'Ttife PkOt>HEt OUTCAST ' " 

the range of Trotsky’s tactical ideas was so wide and his views 
are in part still so relevant to working-class politics, that what 
he had to say is of more than historical interest. 

It will be remembered that between 1923 and 1928, when 
the Comintern pursued a ‘moderate’ line, Trotsky and his 
adherents criticized it from the Icft.^ After 1928 this changed 
to some extent. Since Stalin had initiated the ‘left course’ in 
the Soviet Union, the policy of the Comintern too had, by an 
automatic transmission to it of every movement and reflex 
from the Russian party, changed direction. Already at its Sixth 
Congress, in the summer of 1928, the International began to 
transpose its watchwords and tactical prescriptions from the 
rightist to an ultra-left pattern.^ In the following months the 
new line was further evolved until it was in every respect 
diametrically opposed to the old.*'' While in previous years the 
Comintern spoke of the ‘relative stabilization of capitalism’, 
it now diagnosed tlie end of the stabilization and predicted 
the imminent and final collapse of capitalism. This was the 
crux of the so-called Third Period Theory, of which Molotov, 
who replaced Bukharin as head of the Comintern, became the 
chief exponent. According to that ‘theory’, the political history 
of the post-war era fell into three distinct chapters: the first, 
one of revolutionary strains and stresses, had lasted till 1923; 
the second, capitalist stabilization, had come to an end by 
1928; while the third, now opening, was to bring the death 
agony of capitalism and imperialism. If hitherto international 
communism had been on the defensive, it was time now to pass 
to the ofl'ensive and to turn from the struggle for ‘partial 
demands’ and reforms to the direct contest for power. 

The Comintern alleged that all the contradictions of capital- 
ism wcr(‘ about to explode because the bourgeoisie would be 
unable to master the next economic crisis; and that the makings 
of a revolutionary situation were already evident all over the 
world, especially in a new radicalism of the working classes, who 
were shaking ofl' reformist illusions and virtually waiting for the 
communists to place themselves at their head and lead them 
into battle. Almost any incident of class conflict now had 


^ Sec The Prophet Unarmed, Chapters II and V. 

“ Kommuni\tkheskii Internalsional v Dokumentakh. (cd. B. Kun), pp. 769-84. 
^Op. cit., pp. 876 88, 915-25, 957-66. 



. i !v; ON THE princes’ isles' 39 

incalculable revolutionary momentum and could lead to the 
‘struggle for the street’, or, more explicitly, to armed insurrec- 
tion. ‘In the whole capitalist world’, Bolshevik wrote in June 
1929, ‘the strike wave is mounting . . . elements of a stubborn 
revolutionary struggle and of civil war are intertwined with the 
strikes. The masses of unorganized workers are drawn into the 
fight. . . . The growth of dissatisfaction and the leftward swing 
embrace also millions of agricultural labourers and the 
oppressed peasantry.’ ‘One must be a dull opportunist or a 
sorry liberal . . Molotov told the Executive of the Inter- 
national, ‘not to see that we liavc stepped with both feet into a 
zone of the most tremendous revolutionary events of inter- 
national significance.’ These words were not meant as long- 
term predictions but as topical forecasts and directions for 
action. Several European Communist parties tried indeed to 
turn the May Day parades of 1929 and anti-war demonstrations 
called for 4 August into direct ‘struggles for the street’, which 
resulted in fruitless and bloody clashes between demonstrators 
and police in Berlin, Paris, and other cities. 

In accordance with this ‘general line’, the Comintern also 
changed its attitude towards the Social Democratic parties. 
In a truly revolutionary situation, it was said, those parties 
could only side with counter-revolution; and so no ground was 
left for communists to seek co-operation or partial agreements 
with them. As the bourgeoisie was striving to save its rule with 
the help of fascism, as the era of parliamentary government and 
democratic liberties was coming to a close, and as parliamentary 
democracy itself was being transformed 'from the inside’ into 
fascism, the Social Democratic parties too w(‘re becoming 
‘social-fascist’ — ‘socialist in words and fascist in deeds’. Because 
they concealed their ‘true nature’ under the paraphernalia of 
democracy and socialism, the Social Democrats were an even 
greater menace than plain fascism. It was therclbrc on ‘social 
fascism’ as ‘the main enemy’ that communists ought to con- 
centrate their fire. Similarly, the left Social Democrats, often 
speaking a language almost indistinguishable from that of 
communism, were even more dangerous than the right wing 
‘social-fascists’, and should be combated even more vigorously. 
If, hitherto, communists were required to form united fronts 
with the Social Democrats from ‘above and below’, with leaders 
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and rank and file alike, the Conuntern now declared a rij^rous 
ban on any such tactics, ‘Only from below’ could the united 
front still be practised — communists were permitted to co- 
operate only with those of the Social Democratic rank and file 
who were ‘ready to break with their own leaders’. To favour any 
contact ‘from above’ was to aid and abet ‘social-fascism’.^ 

These notions and prescriptions were to govern the policies 
of all Communist parties for the next five or six years, almost up 
to the time of the Popular Front, throughout the fateful years of 
the Great Slump, the rise of Nazism, the collapse of the 
monarchy in Spain, and other events in which the conduct of 
the Communist parties was of crucial importance. 

In the previous period, when Trotsky maintained that by its 
timid policies the Comintern was wasting revolutionary 
opportunities, he never proposed a reversal of its line as 
sweeping and extreme as the one now carried out. He therefore 
criticized the reversal as a ‘turn by i8o degrees’ and a ‘swing 
from opportunism to ultra-radicalism’: the new slogans and 
tactical prescriptions merely turned the old ones inside out 
and served to cover up their fiasco. In a devastating comment ori 
Molotov’s disquisitions on the Three Periods, Trotsky pointed 
out that if it was wrong to consider the ‘second period’, during 
which the Chinese Revolution and the British General Strike 
had occurred, as one of stabilization, it was even less realistic 
to envisage the imminent collapse of capitalism in the ‘third 
period’, and to deduce the need for an exclusively offensive 
policy. The Comintern, he said, had accomplished this ‘re- 
orientation’ quite mechanically, without any attempt to 
elucidate what had gone wrong with its old tactics, and without 
any genuine debate and reappraisal of the issues. Prevented 
from discussing the rights and wrongs of their own policy, the 
Communist parties were condemned to veer from extreme to 
extreme and to exchange, on orders, one set of blunders for 
another. Their inner regime was no mere matter of organiza- 
tion — it affected the entire policy of the International, making 
it rigid and unstable at the same time. Nor did the feverish 
ultra-radicalism of the ‘third period’ testify to any reawakened 
revolutionary internationalism in official Moscow. That ultra- 
radicalism obstructed the growth of communism in the world 
1 Op. cit., pp. 946, 957-66, and passim. 
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not less efFectively than did the earlier opportunism, and under- 
lying it was the same cynical bureaucratic indifference to the 
international interests of the working class. ^ ^ 

Now as before Trotsky expounded the view that the whole 
epoch opened by the First World War and the Russian Revolu- 
tion was one of the decline of capitalism, the very foundations 
of which were shattered. This, however, did not mean that the 
edifice was about to come down with a crash. The decay of a 
social system is never a single process of economic collapse or 
an uninterrupted succession of revolutionary situations. No 
slump was tht^reforc a priori the ‘last and final’. Even in its 
decay capitalism must liavc its ups and downs (although the ups 
tended to become ever shorter and shakier and the downs ever 
steeper and more ruinous). The trade cycle, however it had 
changed since Marx’s time, still ran its usual course, not only 
from boom to slump but also from slump to boom. It was 
therefore preposterous to announce that the bourgeoisie had 
‘objectively’ reached its ultimate impasse: there existed no such 
impasse from which a possessing class would not fight its way 
vout; and whether it would succeed or not depended not so 
much on purely economic factors as on the balance of political 
forces, which could be tilted one way or the other by the quality 
of the communist leadership. To forecast an ‘uninterruptedly 
mounting tide of revolution’, to discover ‘elements of civil war’ 
in almost any turbulent strike, and to proclaim that the moment 
had come to pass from defensive to oft'ensive action and armed 
insurrection was to offer no leadership at all and to court 
defeat. In class struggle as in war defensive and offensive forms 
of action could not be separated from and opposed to one 
another. The most effective oflensive usually grows out of 
successful defence ; and an element of defence persists even in 
armed insurrection, that climax of all revolutionary struggle. 
During slump and depression the workers had to defend them- 
selves against attacks on their living standards and against the 
rise of fascism. To tell them that the time for such defence had 
passed and that they must be ready for the all-out attack on 
capitalism was to preach nothing but inaction or surrender, 
and to preach it at the very top of one’s ultra-radical voice. 

1 Trotsky devoted to the criticism of the Third Period Policy a whole issue of the 
no. 8 (January 1930), and returned to it in many subsequent issues. 
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Similarly, to ban all co-operation between Communist and 
Socialist parties was to invite disaster for the labour movement 
at large and communism in particular. The notion of the Third 
Period, Trotsky concluded, was a product of bureaucratic 
recklessness — ‘all that had been inaugurated’, under the 
auspices of ‘Maestro Molotov’, was ‘the third period of the 
Comintern’s blunders’. 

These early criticisms contained in a nutshell Trotsky’s far 
larger controversy with the Comintern (over the latter’s policy 
during Hitler’s rise to power) which was to fill the early nine- 
teen-thirties. Clearly, on these tactical issues Trotskyism now 
appeared to oppose the Comintern from the right and not, as 
hitherto, from the left. The change lay not in Trotsky’s attitude, 
which remained consistent with the one which Lenin and he 
had adopted at the third and fourth Comintern congresses in 
192 1-2, but in the gyrations of Sliilin’s ‘bureaucratic centralism’ 
and in the ‘alternation of its rightist and ultra-left zigzags’. 
Even so, the position of being Stalin’s critic ‘from the right’ 
had its inconveniences for Trotsky. Communists accustomed 
to think of him as Stalin’s critic from the left were apt to 
suspect inconsistency or lack of principle. In fact, the division 
between Trotskyism and the various rightist quasi-Bukharinist 
oppositions in the communist camp was blurred, at least in the 
tactical issues which loomed so large in these controversies. 
The right oppositions in Europe, of which the Brandlerites were 
by far the most important — Brandlcr and Thalheimer had just 
been expelled from their party — also severely criticized the new 
ultra-radicalism.^ Yet what set Trotskyism apart from all other 
brands of opposition was the intellectual power, the aggressive- 
ness, and the comprehensiveness of its criticism. Brandler and 
Thalheimer confined themselves to exposing only the latest, the 
ultra-left, ‘zigzag’ of the Comintern; Trotsky attacked its entire 
post-Leninist record. The Brandlerites, concerned mainly with 
the policies of their national parties, studiously refrained from 
offending the Soviet leadership: in internal Soviet conflicts 
they willy-nilly sided with Stalin, endorsing socialism in one 
country, excusing the bureaucratic regime as fitting Russia’s 


1 Groups akin to the Brandlerites were those of Warski and Kostrzewa in Poland 
(who were demoted in 1929 but not yet expelled from the party), of Humbert Droz 
in Switzerland, and of Lovestone in the United States. 
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peculiar conditions, and even echoing Moscow’s denunciations 
of Trotskyism. 1 They were convinced that no communist 
opposition which defied Moscow on principle could evoke 
response in communist ranks; and they hoped that the Comin- 
tern would sooner or later find the Third Period policy im- 
practicable, discard it, and reconcile itself with those of its 
critics who had shunned an irreparable breach. Against this, 
Trotskyism insisted that the policies of the various national 
parties could not be corrected, or their faults remedied, within 
those parties alone, because the main source of their ‘degenera- 
tion’ lay in Moscow; and that it was therefore the duty of all 
communists to take the closest interest in domestic Soviet 
affairs and to oppose on that ground, too, the Stalinist bureau- 
cracy. This call for the intervention of foreign communist 
opinion in Soviet affairs was peculiar to Trotskyism. It was a 
challenge, which struck horror in most communist hearts. 

Despite the comprehensiveness of its criticism of the Comin- 
tern, Trotskyism did not aspire to set up a new communist 
movement. Now and for several years to come Trotsky was 
absolutely opposed to the idea of a Fourth International, 
already canvassed by the Workers’ Opposition in the Soviet 
Union and by some survivors of the Zinovievist opposition in 
Europe. He declared that he and his adherents owed their 
loyalty to the Communist International even though they had 
been expelled from it. They formed a school of thought 
struggling to regain its place within the general communist 
movement — only persecution had forced them to constitute 
themselves into a faction ; and a faction, not a rival party, they 
remained. Their sole purpose was to influence communist 
opinion, to make it realize that usurpers had seized the reins 
of the Soviet Government and of the Comintern, and to induce 
it to strive for the restoration of pristine Marxism and Leninism. 
They therefore stood for a reform of the International, not for a 
permanent break with it. Trotsky believed that with all 
their flaws and vices the Communist parties still represented the 
militant vanguard of the working classes. The Opposition’s 

^ The Brandleritc Arbeiterpolitik maintained a consistently hostile attitude to- 
wards Tiotskyism, and Trotsky repaid it in the same coin: ‘Just as I do not discuss 
various trends in materialism with anyone who crosses himself when passing by a 
church, so I shall not argue with Brandler and Thalhcimer’, he wrote on one 
occasion. 
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place was with that vanguard. If he and his followers were to 
turn their backs on it, they would voluntarily go out into the 
wilderness into which Stalin was driving them. True enough, 
Stalinism did not allow any current of opposition to assert 
itself within the International; but this state of affairs could 
not last: critical events inside or outside the Soviet Union 
would presently stir the dormant Man of communism into 
action again and give the Opposition its chance. Trotsky 
warned those who stood for a Fourth International that it was 
not enough for a group of dissidents to raise a new banner in 
order to become a real factor in politics. Revolutionary 
movements were not conjured up with banners and slogans, 
but rose and grew organically with the social class for which 
they spoke. Each of the Internationals represented a definite 
stage in the historic experience of the working class and in the 
struggle for socialism; and no one could ignore with impunity 
the ties the Second and the Third Internationals had with the 
masses or the weight of their political traditions. Moreover, the 
Third International was the child of the Russian Revolution; 
and the politically conscious workers extended to it the solidar- 
ity they felt with the Revolution. They were right in doing so, 
Trotsky maintained, though they should not allow Stalinism to 
abuse their loyalty. And so, as long as the Soviet Union 
remained a workers’ state, the workers should not be expected 
or urged to renounce the Third International. 

On this point, that the Soviet Union, however ‘bureau- 
cratically deformed’, remained a workers’ state, Trotsky was 
adamant. What, in his view, determined the social character 
of the Soviet state was the national ownership of the means of 
production. As long as this, ‘the most important conquest of 
October’, was unimpaired, the Soviet Union possessed the 
foundations on which to base its socialist development. To be 
sure, its working class had to assert itself against the bureaucracy 
before it could even begin to make socialism a reality; but, once 
again, it could not make that into a reality otherwise than on the 
basis of public ownership. With this preserved, the workers’ 
state was still alive, as a potentiality if not an actuality. 

This view was often to be challenged, among others by 
Trotsky’s own disciples; but he was never to compromise over it 
or to yield an inch from it, even when he revised and modified 
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his other ideas. Thus, during the first half of this term of exile 
he preached reform, not revolution, in the Soviet Union; 
whereas in the second half he was to maintain that political 
revolution was the only answer to bureaucratic absolutism. 
He was also to revise his conception of the Opposition’s role and 
to proclaim a new Communist Party and a new International. 
But even then he was never to waver in his insistence that the 
Soviet Union was a workers’ state; he declared the ^uncondi- 
tional defence of the Soviet Union’ against its bourgeois enemies 
to be the elementary obligation of every member of the 
Opposition; and he was repeatedly to disown friends and 
adherents who were reluctant to accept this obligation.^ 


The outcome of Trotsky’s first attempts to organize his 
followers in the West was disappointing. He concentrated his 
attention on France where he had had a more influential follow- 
ing than elsewhere; and in the hope of setting up there a strong 
base for the Opposition he endeavoured to bring together 
various Trotskyist and quasi-Trotskyist groups and coteries and 
to unite these with the Zinovievists and with the syndicalist 
circle of Revolution Proletarierwe, At the outset Rosmer warned 
him about the political depression and demoralization which 
beset most of these groups. Five years had elapsed since the 
hey-day of Trotskyism in the French party; in this time the 
Comintern had managed to restore its influence there and to 
expel all dissenters and isolate them from the rank and file. The 
sense of their isolation and the defeats of the Opposition in 
Russia had disheartened many anti-Stalinists, among whom 
Rosmer noted a mood of sauve qui pent which led them to give 
up the fight and to wish ‘they had never had anything to do 
with the Opposition’. Even those who withstood this mood were 
confused and at loggerheads with one another. ‘The great mis- 
fortune of all these groups’, Rosmer went on, ‘is that they find 
themselves outside all action; and this fatally accentuates their 
sectarian character.’^ 

The truth of Rosmer’s observations became evident when 
Trotsky, disregarding his advice, tried to ‘regain’ Souvarine 

1 D.O.j nos. 3-4, 5, and passim; ^critSy vol. I, pp. 213-74; Militant, December 

1929- 

2 Rosmer to Trotsky, 16 April 1929. 
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and others for the Opposition. Souvarine had once dis- 
tinguished himself by raising, in Moscow, a lonely voice in 
Trotsky’s defence; and Trotsky, valuing his journalistic talent, 
expected him to be the Opposition’s most articulate French 
mouthpiece. To his surprise Souvarine displayed intolerable 
airs and pretensions. He asked Trotsky to make no public 
statements without ‘previous agreements with the French 
Opposition’, that is with himself. Trotsky, anxious to avoid 
dissension, answered that he would make no pronouncement 
on French issues, but that so far he had spoken in public on 
Soviet (and Chinese) affairs only, on which surely he was entitled 
to have his say without asking for a French placet. Souvarine 
replied with an immense epistle, running to over 130 pages, 
packed with paradoxes, bons mots^ odds and ends of shrewd 
observation and analysis, but also with incredibly muddled 
arguments, all advanced in a tone of venomous hostility 
which made a breach inevitable. He asserted that Bolshevism 
had ‘once for all failed outside Russia’, because ‘it misunder- 
stood the character of the epoch’, underrated the power of 
the bourgeoisie, and overrated the militancy of the workers; 
it also committed the ‘fatal error’ of trying to fashion foreign 
Communist parties in its own image. This was not a view, 
whatever its merits, that IVotsky expected to be advanced by 
someone reputed to be his adherent, or that he himself could 
accept. He did not agree that Bolshevism was guilty of the ‘fatal 
errors’ Souvarine attributed to it, and he blamed Stalinism, 
not Leninism, for the failure of the Comintern. Far more 
startling, however, was Souvarine’s other reproach which, 
despite his talk about Soviet ‘state capitalism’, had a pro- 
Stalinist flavour — namely, the reproach that Trotsky and the 
Opposition needlessly ‘cultivated a revolutionary intransig- 
ence’ which prevented them from attending properly to the 
‘tangible necessities of the Soviet state’. ‘There is nothing more 
important’, these were Souvarinc’s words, ‘for the entire 
international workers’ movement than the economic success of 
the Soviet Union whose state capitalism marks ... an un- 
deniable advance upon imperialist capitalism. . . .’ He went on 
to deride the ‘useless heroism’ which prevented Trotsky and his 
associates from serving the Soviet state even if there was no 
room for them in the party: ‘One can make oneself useful to the 
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revolution without being a member of the Politbureau or of the 
Central Committee or even of the party.’ Had it not been for 
their sheer incongruity, these remarks would have sounded like 
a belated counsel to Trotsky to surrender to Stalin, for nothing 
short of surrender, if even that, might have enabled him to go 
on ‘serving the revolution’ without being a member of the party. 
Yet in the same breath Souvarine turned with savage sarcasm 
on Trotsky’s loyalty to Bolshevism and Leninism, urging him to 
emancipate himself from these and ‘return to Marx’. ^ 

‘I do not see anything left of the tics that united us a few 
years ago’, Trotsky wrote back. In what Souvarine said he 
could not find ‘a single reasoning based on Marxist doctrine 
and . . . the relevant facts’. ‘What guides you and suggests your 
paradoxes to you is the pen of a disgruntled and frustrated 
journalist.’ ‘You are treating the party and the International as 
corpses. You see the great fault of the Russian Opposition in its 
insistent endeavour to influence the party and to re-enter its 
ranks. On the other hand you describe the Soviet economy as 
state capitalist ... and you demand that the Opposition should 
lower itself to the role of a servant of that state capitalism. . . , 
You are crossing to the other side of the barricade.’^ This 
brought the correspondence to an end, and Souvarine was 
forever to remain among Trotsky’s adversaries. And although 
in 1929 he sought to instruct Trotsky ‘how to be useful to the 
revolution’ by serving a progressive state capitalism, in later 
years he was to castigate him from the opposite sin, for seeing 
any progress at all in the Soviet Union and for thinking that 
enough was left there of the heritage of the Revolution to be 
worth defending. 

An attempt to come to terms with the syndicalists of the 
Revolution Proletarienne^ of whom Monattc and Louzon were 
the best known, also came to nothing. Trotsky had once, during 
the First World War, exercised a strong influence on them, 
overcoming their characteristic bias against all politics, in- 
cluding those of revolutionary Marxism; later they joined the 
Communist party only to be expelled from it at the time of the 
anti-Trotskyist campaign. Their personal attachment to 
Trotsky was still strong; but their experience with the Comin- 
tern confirmed them in their old distaste for politics, and in the 

^ Trotsky — Souvarine correspondence. The Archives, Closed Section. ^ Ibid. 
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belief that militant trade union activity, culminating in the 
general strike, was the highway to sodalist revolutiion. Hard as 
Trotsky tried, he did not manage to bring them back to the 
Leninist view of the paramount importance of the revolutionary 
party and induce them to join him in the struggle for a reform 
of the Comintern. 

He fared no better in the mediation which he undertook 
between his own followers and the Zinovievists. The latter were 
a tiny sect, but they had a leader of renown in Albert Treint, 
who had been official chief of the French Communist party in 
1924-5. It was Treint who, at the time when Zinoviev was 
directing the ‘Bolshevization’, had expelled the Trotskyists 
from the party, sparing them no denunciation or abuse.- For this 
they bore him a grudge even after he too had been expelled; 
and they would not hear of making peace with him. Trotsky 
nevertheless invited him to Prinkipo, in May 1929, and 
throughout a whole month tried to bring about a reconciliation. 
But the old resentments were too strong, and Treint, trying 
to justify his behaviour in 1924, did nothing to assuage, 
them. Trotsky, pressed by his own followers, had to part from 
Treint; but their parting was more friendly than that with 
Souvarine, and they remained in amicable though remote 
relations. 

No sooner had Trotsky failed with Souvarine, the syndical- 
ists, and Treint, than he had to deal with discords among the 
Trotskyists tliemselves. The story would hardly be worth 
relating had it not played its part in Trotsky’s life and in the 
eventual failure of Trotskyism as a movement. There were 
several rival groups and coteries in Paris : the circle of Maurice 
and Magdeleine Paz who brought out a little periodical, Centre 
leCouranf, Rosmer; and the young Trotskyists (with their own 
papers Lutte des Classes and Virile), among whom Pierre Naville 
and Raymond Molinicr formed two antagonistic sets. Of all 
these men Rosmer alone was a public figure of considerable 
standing : a member of the small elite of revolutionary inter- 
nationalists, who had proved themselves in the First World 
War. Naville was a young writer who had participated in the 
literary rebellion of the Surrealists,'' had then joined the 
Communist party, gained some repute as a Marxist critic of 
Surrealism, witnessed sympathetically Trotsky’s struggle in 
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Moscow in 1927, and had, hirtiself been expelled from the party* 
He possessed a theoretical education in Marxism, but had little 
political experience and hardly any ties with the working-class 
movement. Molinier, on the contrary, was an ‘activist*, full of 
energy and enterprise, very much at home in the movement, 
but not too fastidious in the choice of ways and means and 
rather crude intellectually. The antithetical types of intellectual 
and activist often formed a good working partnership when they 
were carried along by the impetus of practical day-to-day 
activity in a broad organization; but their antagonism usually 
wrecked small groups cut off from the mainstream of the move- 
ment and remaining ‘outside all action*. 

When early in the spring of 1929 Maurice and Magdeleine 
Paz came to Prinkipo, Trotsky urged them to unite their circle 
with the other groups, to transform Contre le Courant into a 
‘great and aggressive’ weekly speaking with the voice of the 
Opposition, and to launch an ambitious recruiting campaign. 
He worked out with them the plan of the campaign and 
promised his own close co-operation. They accepted his sugges- 
tions, though not without 1 eservations. On their return to Paris, 
however, they had second thoughts and refused to launch the 
great weekly. They saw, they said, no chance for the Opposi- 
tion to succeed in any drive undertaken on the scale envisaged 
by Trotsky. Above all, they protested against his ‘attempt to 
impose Rosmer’s leadership’; and they spoke disparagingly of 
the young Trotskyists spoiling for a fight as a bunch of simple- 
tons and ignoramuses. Nothing could be more calculated to 
convince Trotsky that the Pazes had in them little or nothing of 
the professional revolutionaries whom he was seeking to gather. 
They were in truth ‘drawing-room Bolsheviks’ successful in 
their bourgeois professions — Maurice, at any rate, was a 
prosperous lawyer — and indulging in Trotskyism as a hobby. 
While Trotsky was at Alma Ata they were glad to act as his 
representatives in Paris and to walk in his reflected glory; but 
when he emerged from Russia and confronted them in peison 
with his exacting demands, they had no desire to commit tliem- 
sclves seriously. An embarrassing correspondence followed. 
Trotsky made them feel that he thought of them as philistines: 
‘Revolutionaries’, he wrote to them, ‘may be either educated or 
ignorant people, either intelligent or dull; but there can be no 
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revolutionaries without the will that breaks obstacles, without 
devotion, without the spirit of sacrifice.’^ 

The Pazes replied in a manner which was not less wound- 
ing to Trotsky than his strictures were to them. They dwelt on 
the strength and attraction of official communism and on the 
weakness of the Opposition, using the contrast, which was only 
too real, as an excuse for their lukewarmness. They explained 
tJiat they would not launch Conire le Courant as a weekly because 
‘the Opposition’s journal, if it is not to end in failure, must 
avail itself of other things besides the scintillating prose and the 
nom de bataille of Comrade Trotsky’ — it must have a material 
and moral base and must be able to ‘live with its readers and 
active sympathizers’. The paper would lack such a base, 
because the old communists, to whom Trotsky’s name had 
meant so much, had lapsed into apathy; and the young were 
ignorant and inaccessible to argument. ‘Don’t give yourself 
too many illusions about the weight of your name. For five 
years the official communist Press had slandered you to such an 
extent that among the great masses there is left only a faint and 
vague memory of you as the leader of the Red Army. . . .’ It 
was a far cry from the reverence with which the Pazes had a 
few months earlier addressed Trotsky as ‘Cher grand Ami’ 
to the insinuation that he was actuated by egotism and vanity. 
That his followers were isolated and that Stalinist propagandists 
made his name odious to the communist rank and file, or 
sought to bury it in oblivion, Trotsky was not unaware. But 
this was for him one more reason why his followers should 
undertake a large-scale counter-attack by which alone they 
might break through the apathy of the communist rank and 
file. He concluded that he could do nothing with the Pazes, 
although the breach with them, following closely upon the 
rupture with Souvarine, was all the more disagreeable because 
of the services and the attentions they had given him from the 
moment of banishment. 

What now followed was more than a little pitiable, for 
Trotsky had at once to deal with the animosities that divided 
his remaining adherents, Rosmer, and the sets of Naville and 
Molinier. Moliniqr had come to Prinkipo with boisterous 
optimism and with a headful of plans for making Trotskyism 
^ 'rrotshyP-az correspondence. The Archives, Closed Section. 
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into a great political force. He was convinced that the Opposi- 
tion had golden opportunities in France, because the official 
party was riddled with discontent and could not remain 
insensitive to the Opposition’s appeal — all the Opposition 
needed was to act with self-confidence and bold initiative. 
He had schemes for infiltrating the party with Trotskyists, for 
mass meetings, newspapers with a large circulation, &c. 
The implementation of the schemes required much more money 
than the Opposition could collect from its members ; but he had 
his financial plans too, somewhat vague but not implausible. 
He was ready to plunge into all sorts of commercial ventures, 
and he budgeted ahead with the expected profits.^ 

Rosmer and Naville look a more cautious view of the chances, 
discounted the possibilities of ‘mass action’ which Molinier 
held out, and were inclined to content themselves for the 
beginning with a more modest but steady clarification of the 
Opposition’s ideas and with propaganda among the mature 
elements of the left. They were afraid that Molinier’s ventures 
might bring discredit on the Opposition ; and they distrusted him. 
^Ce n^est pas un militant communiste^ c^est nn homme d'^afJ'aireSy et c'^est un 
Rosmer said. Unpleasant tales about Molinier were being 
told in Paris: one was that he had deserted from the army and 
then before a court martial conducted his defence in a manner 
unworthy of a communist, describing himself as a conscientious 
objector of the religious type. Allegations and hints were thrown 
out about the shady character of his commercial activities, but 
it was difficult to pin down the allegations to anything specific. 

Trotsky, admitting some of Molinier’s limitations, neverthe- 
less trusted him implicitly. He was captivcited by the man’s 
verve, inventiveness, and courage, qualities he usually valued 
in followers. There was a streak of the adventurer in Molinier; 
but there was also genuine revolutionary fervour and un- 
convcntionality. It was his unconventionality, Trotsky pleaded, 
that brought the philistines’ displeasure and obloquy on 
Molinicr’s head; and he, Trotsky, knew very well that no 
revolutionary movement could do without such men, in whom 
some crudeness of thought is compensated for by energy and the 
will to venture and take risks — how often had he himself had 
recourse to such men in the years of revolution and civil war ! 

1 The Molinier family ran a small bank in Paris, al the Avenue dc la Republique. 
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, 'Molinier endeared himself to Trotsky by the eagerness with 
which he did many small yet important chores for him, helping 
to organize the Prinkipo household and set up the secretariat, 
keeping an eye on publishing interests in Paris, &c, — he had 
indeed made himself an indispcnsable/flr/o/Mm. His family, too, 
his wife Jeanne, and his brother Henri, a modest engineer 
without political pretensions, all had rendered themselves 
helpful in the same manner, with the 'energie Molinieresque' 
which greatly pleased Trotsky. They travelled between Paris 
and Prinkipo and spent much time at Biiyuk Ada; their 
relations with Trotsky’s family became close and warm. And so 
Trotsky was anxious to dispel gently Rosmer’s doubts and 
suspicions; all the more so because, much though he valued 
Rosmer’s integrity and judgement, he considered him to be 
ill-suited for the minutiae of organization and to be too easily 
disheartened by the petty indtations of factional work, which 
Molinier took in his stride. With Naville’s objections to Molinier, 
Trotsky had less patience; he chided Naville with ‘intellectual 
haughtiness’, ‘schematic thinking’, political lukewarmness, and 
reluctance to face ‘work among the masses’. Somehow, how- 
ever, he managed to compose the rivalry for the time being, 
Rosmer, Molinier, and Naville accepted a ‘settlement’ and, 
agreeing to put aside personal dislikes and to work together, 
returned to Paris with the intention of building up not merely a 
national but an international organization of the Opposition,^ 

Trotsky was hopeful, True, the ‘base’ to be set up in France 
would be narrower than he had expected, but sufficient to 
become the nucleus of a wider organization. True, also, at this 
point a dilemma had already presented itself: should the 
Opposition aim at ‘mass action’ and come forward with its 
own agitation and slogans, or should it confine itself to the kind 
of work that had in the past been carried out, slowly but fruit- 
fully, by small Marxist propagandist circles, expounding 
patiently their theories and dealing with ideas rather than 
slogans? But this dilemma did not pose itself clearly or acutely; 
and so it could be left in the air. The circumstance that the 
Opposition did not aspire to found a new political party but 

^ This account is base4 on the correspondence between Trotsky, R. Molinier, 
Naville, V. Serge, L. Sedov, and many others, a correspondence covering the 
whole of the nineteen-thirties. The ArchiveSj Closed Section. 
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was a faction bent on reforming the old party suggested that it 
should concentrate on the theoretical propaganda of its ideas. 
To this form of activity Trotsky the thinker was certainly 
inclined. But the man of action in him, the great Commissar, 
and the leader of the Opposition, fretted at its limitations and 
yearned for the scope and impetus of a mass movement. 

In the summer of 1929 Rosmcr went on a tour of Germany 
and Belgium to inspect and rally groups of the Opposition 
there; and he established contact with Italian, Dutch, Ameri- 
can, and other Trotskyists. In detailed reports he kept Trotsky 
informed about his findings. These were not encouraging, on 
the whole. Inaction, sectarian squabbles, and personal rivalries, 
which had so greatly weakened the Opposition in France, had 
done it great harm elsewhere too. From Trotsky’s viewpoint no 
country was more important than Germany, the main arena of 
class struggle in Europe, where the Communist party, with a 
following of several million voters, was stronger than anywhere 
in the West. Rosmer reported that in Berlin he found several 
groups, all invoking Trotsky’s authority, but frittering away 
their strength in internecine animosities. 'J’he so-called Wedding 
group comprised the Trotskyists proper, but far more in- 
fluential was the Leninbund which published the Fahne des 
Kommunismm and was led by Hugo Urbahns. There were also 
other tiny, ‘ultra-left’ sects such as the Korschists, so-called 
after Karl Korsch, a theorist who had in 1923 been Minister 
of the Communist-Socialist Government of Thuringia. The 
Zinovievists, Maslov and Fischer, were by far the strongest 
group; but, paradoxically, after their inspirer had surrendered 
to Stalin, they themselves took up an extreme anti-Stalinist 
attitude, similar to that of the survivors of the Workers’ 
Opposition in the Soviet Union; and in their attacks on official 
communism they went ‘much further’ than Trotsky was 
prepared to go. They argued that the Russian Revolution had 
run its full course, and that the Soviet Union had ushered in an 
epoch of counter-revolution; that nothing was left there of the 
proletarian dictatorship; that the ruling bureaucracy was a 
new exploiting and oppressing class basing itself on the state 
capitalism of a nationalized economy; that, in a word, the 
Russian Thermidor was triumphant. They added that even the 
foreign policy of Stalinism was becoming indistinguishable 
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from that of the Tsarist imperialism. Consequently, no reform 
could resuscitate the rule of the working class — only another 
proletarian revolution could achieve that. They also considered 
it hopeless to aim at a reform of the Third International which 
was ‘a tool of the Russian Thermidorians’ and exploited the 
heroic October legend in order to prevent the workers from 
facing realities and to harness their revolutionary energy to the 
engine of a counter-revolution. It went without saying that 
tlios(‘ who li(‘ld this view did not feel themselves bound by any 
solidarity with the Soviet Union, still less by the duty to defend 
it; and they pointed to the very fact of Trotsky’s banishment as 
conclusive evidence in favour of their attitude. ‘The expulsion 
of Trotsky’, they wrote, ‘marks the line at which the Russian 
Revolution has delinitely come to a halt.’ 

Trotsky defended himself against trap de Z(dc on the part 
of his defend(‘is. In controversies with the Leninbund and the 
Rdvolutiori Prolclaricnne he claboiated his old argument against 
those who held thal the Soviet Thermidor was an accomplished 
fact. Once again defining the Thermidor as a bourgeois counter- 
revolution, he pointed out that this could not occur without 
civil war. Yet the Soviet Union had not gone through another 
civil war; and the regime established in 1917 had, despite its 
degeneration, pr('serv(‘d continuity, which manifested itself 
in its social structure based on public ownership and in the 
uninterrupted exercise of power by the Bolshevik party. ‘The 
Russian Revolution of the twentieth century’, he wrote, ‘is 
incontestably wider in scope and deeper than the French 
Revolution of the eighteenth century. The social class in which 
the October revolution has found its support is incomparably 
more numerous, homogeneous, compact, and resolute than 
were the urban plebeians of France. The leadership given to the 
October revolution has, in all its currents^ been infinitely more 
experienced and peiietiating than the leading groups of the 
French Revolution were or could be. Finally, the political, 
economic, social, and cultural changes the Bolshevik dictator- 
ship has brought about are also incontestably far more pro- 
found than those initiated by the Jacobins. If it was impossible 
to wrest power from the hands of the Fiencli plebeians . . . 
without a civil war— and Thermidor was a civil war in which 
the sans culottes were vanquished — how can anyone think or 
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believe that power could pass from the hands of the Russian 
proletariat into those of the bourgeoisie peacefully, by way of a 
quiet, imperceptible bureaucratic change? Such a conception of 
theThermidor is nothing but reformism a rebours,'' ‘The means of 
production’, he went on, ‘which once belonged to the capitalists 
remain in the hands of the Soviet state till this day. The land is 
nationalized. Social elements that live on the exploitation of 
labour continue to be debarred from the Soviets and the Army.’ 
The Thermi dorian danger was real enough, but the struggle was 
not yet resolved. And just as Stalin’s left course and attack on the 
N.E.P.-man and the kulak had not elTaccd the Thermidorian 
danger, so his, Trotsky’s, banishment had not obliterated the 
October revolution. A sense of proportion was needed in the 
evaluation of facts and in theorizing. The concept of Soviet state 
capitalism was meaningless where no capitalists existed; and if 
those who sjK)ke of it denounced state ownership of industry, they 
renounced an essential prerequisite* of socialism. Nor was the 
bureaucracy a new exploiting ( lass in any Marxist sense, but a 
‘morbid growth on thebody of the working cl ass’- a new exploiting 
class could not form itself in exercising mer(‘ly managerial func- 
tions, without having any property in tlu* means of ])roduction.^ 
The implications of this dispute became appar(‘nt when a 
conflict flared up, in the summer of 1929, betwe e n the Soviet 
Union and China over the possession ol' the Manchurian 
Railway. China claimed the railway which the Soviet Govern- 
ment held as a concessionaire. The qiu'stion arose whose side 
the Opposition ought to take. The French syndicalists, the 
Leninbund, and some Belgian Trotskyists held that the Soviet 
Government should give up the. railway (which had been built 
by Russia in the course cd llie Tsarist expansion to Manchuria) ; 
and in Stalin’s refusal to do so they saw evidence of' the im- 
perialist character (M' his policy. 'J’o their surprise Trotsky 
declared that Stalin was right in holding on to the railway and 
that it was the Oppcjsition’s duty to side with the Soviet Union 
against C^hina.^ This w^as, in the first year of his exile, Trotsky’s 
first great controversy with his own followers — we shall see him 


1 funis^ loc. cit.; lor. cit. 

2 Trotsky’s role in 1926 as Chairman of the Politbureau’s Chinese Ck)mnhssion, 
concerned inter aha with securing Soviet innuence in Manchuria, is related in 
The Prophet Unarmed, pp. 322-3. 
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. again, in his last year, during the Soviet-Finnish war of 1939-4O,, 
engaged in another, his last, dispute with his own followers, a 
dispute again centring on the Opposition’s attitude towards the 
Soviet Union; and in that dispute he would again adopt 
essentially the same view as in 1929. 

He saw no reason, he argued, why the workers’ state should 
yield a vital economic and strategic position to Chiang Kai- 
shek’s Government (which had recognized the Soviet con- 
cession in Manchuria). He criticized severely Stalin’s manner 
of dealing with the Chinese, his disregard of their suscepti- 
bilities, and his failure to appeal to the people in Manchuria 
— a more considerate and thoughtful policy might have averted 
the conflict. But once the conflict had broken out, he asserted, 
communists had no choice but to back the Soviet Union. If 
Stalin gave up the railway to the Kuomintang he would 
have yielded it not to the Chinese people but to their oppressors. 
Chiang Kai-shek was not even an independent agent. If he 
obtained control of the railway, he would not be able to main- 
tain it but would sooner or later lose it to Japan (or else allow 
American capital to bring the Manchurian economy under its 
influence). Only the Soviet Union was strong enough to keep 
this Manchurian position out of Japan’s hands. China’s 
national rights, invoked by the critics, were, in Trotsky’s view, 
not relevant to this case, which was an incident in a complex 
and many-sided contest between the various forces of world 
imperialism and the workers’ state. He concluded that the time 
for the Soviet Union to do historic justice and return the 
Manchurian outpost to China w^ould come when a revolution- 
ary government was established in Peking; and this forecast 
was to come true after the Chinese revolution. In the meantime, 
the Soviet Government was obliged to act as the trustee of 
revolutionary China and keep for it the Manchurian assets.^ 

1 In 1935, Stalin, anxious in view of the approaching war to ward ofl' a Japanese 
attack on the U.S.S.R., sold the Railway to the Japanese puppet government of 
Manchukuo. In 1945 the Soviet Union regained control of the Railway; and it was 
not before September 1952 that Stalin, after some hesitation, ceded it to Mao 
Tsc-tung’s government. This was one of Stalin’s last important acts of policy. Until 
that time he had pursued a course of economic penetration of China, and the 
cession foreshadowed the final abandonment of that course by his successors. In 
this, as in so many other acts, Stalin and his successors were the reluctant and half- 
hearted executors of a policy which Trotsky outlined nearly a quarter of a century 
earlier. f 



ON THE* princes’ ISLES 57 

' One may imagine the consternation which Trotsky caused 
among the zealots of the Opposition. They were puzzled by 
his 'inconsistency’, thinking that he was missing a great 
opportunity to strike at Stalin. He was, indeed, not out to 
score points; but his behaviour was consistent with what he was 
saying about the Soviet Union as the workers’ state. For that 
state he felt, as an outcast, the same responsibility that he 
had felt as a member of the Politburcau and of Lenin’s govern- 
ment. He found the displays of self-righteous indignation over 
Soviet policy, in which some of his pupils indulged, wrong- 
headed and cheap; and he told them bluntly that he had 
nothing in common with 'Trotskyists’ who refused to give the 
workers’ slate unshakable, if critical, allegiance. 

The rigour with which he stuck to his principles, refusing to 
dilute them with demagogy, olfended many of his past and 
would-be admirers. Indeed, the movement he was sponsoring 
was hemmed in, on the one hand, by his severe scrupulousness 
about ideas and, on the other, by the unscrupulous ruthlessness 
of the Stalinist persecution. The persecution kept his followers 
at an impassable distance from the only people in whom his 
ideas could strike a chord, the large communist audience in 
Europe. His fastidiousness in the choice of his argumentative 
weapons was estranging him from the scattered yet growing 
anti-Stalinist public consisting of former party members, who 
felt tempted to meet the Stalinists on their own ground, to 
return blow for blow, to counter villainy with faithlessness and 
to match venom with virulence. That public was in no mood to 
accept Trotsky’s self denying ordnances. 

And so, after a year or two of argument and recruiting, 
those who followed him on his arduous path were still very 
few. New groups came over here or there; another member, 
say, of the Italian Politbureau or of the Belgian Central 
Committee, or a small band of Czech or even British activists 
saw the light and hopefully joined the Opposition. But their 
accession failed to change anything in the state of the Opposi- 
tion. Even though some of the newcomers were until quite 
recently influential in the party and had many ties with the 
working class, cultivated over the years, they lost influence and 
ties once the party expelled them, pursued them with every 
imaginable calumny, and chased them a\^y like lepers. They 
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had against them the authority of Moscow, the prestige of their 
own party, the hallowed discipline of the proletarian vanguard, 
an array of massive caucuses, and legions of propagandists and 
agitators, some of whom were no better than gangsters, but 
most of whom turned out of a passionate but blind devotion to 
their caus(‘ into the moral assassins of their erstwhile comrades. 
The new converts to IVotskyism started out with a determina- 
tion to shake the party they loved and to make it see the light 
whieli th(‘y themselves, studying Trotsky’s writings, had excit- 
edly seem; but soon they found themselves shut in within small, 
herme^tic ( ireles, where they were to accustom themselves to 
live as noble lepers in a political wilderness. Tiny groups which 
cannot hitch themselves to any mass movtmient are quickly 
soured with frustration. No matter how much intelligence and 
vigour they may possess, if they find no practieal application 
for these, they arc bound to use up their strength in scholastic 
squabbling and intense personal animosities which lead to 
endless splits and mutual anathemas. A certain amount of such 
sectarian wrangling has, of course, always marked the pro- 
gress of any revolutionary movement. But what distinguishes 
the vital movement from the arid sect is that the former finds 
in time, and the latter does not, the salutary transition from the 
squab])ling and the splits to genuine political mass action. 

The Trotskyist groups did not lack men of brains, integrity, 
and enthusiasm. But they were unable to break through the 
ostracism which Stalinism imposed on them; and, in their 
bcyond-the-palc existence' they could never rid themselves of 
their internal dissensions. Thus, soon after the reconciliation 
Trotsky brought about among his French followers, the latter 
fell out again. Rosmer and Naville renewed their complaints 
against Molinier, charging him with irresponsibility and 
recklessness, while he reproached them with too little faith and 
obstructing all plans for action. The puny organization, giving 
itself the airs and the constitution of a much larger body, had its 
National Executive and its Paris Committee. On the former, 
Rosmer and Naville were in a majority, and they proposed to 
exclude Molinier on the ground that his financial deals threat- 
ened to bring the Opposition into disrepute. But Molinier 
had behind him the Paris Committee and — Trotsky’s support. 
Rosmer implored Trotsky to save the National Executive this 
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embarrassment and to cease sheltering Molinier under his 
wing.^ By now Trotsky’s attachment to Molinier was little 
short of infatuation; and his relations with Rosmer became 
strained and their correspondence somewhat acid. The rivalry 
also affected the two shadowy international bodies the Opposi- 
tion had given itself, the International Bureau and the Inter- 
national Secretariat which were equally at loggerheads.^ 
In the summer of 1930 Trotsky once again asked his French 
adherents to come to Prinkipo and settle the diflbrcnccs. They 
came, patched up another 'peace’, and Trotsky sent them back 
to Paris confident that now at last they would launch in 
unison the long-delayed drive from which he expected so 
much. But after a few weeks the quarrel broke out again; and 
in November Rosmer, hurt by Trotsky’s partiality for Molinier, 
resigned. This was a blow to the organization and to Trotsky 
personally, who knew that of all his followers in Europe none 
had Rosnier’s qualities or prestige. But he was convinced that 
Molinier’s energy would soon jerk the organization out of the 
impasse and that then Rosmer would return. Even in resigning 
Rosmer gave Trotsky proof of a rare disinterested devotion, 
for he refrained IVom entering into any controversy, and rather 
than openly clash with Trotsky withdiew from all factional 
activity. Yet he resented Trotsky’s behaviour so strongly that 
for several years he refused to meet him or even to exchange 
views. 

Similar dissensions, in which it is well-nigh impossible to 
disentangle the personal from the political, became a chronic 


1 See the Trotsky-Rosmer correspondence for June and July 1930, and also 
Trotsky’s letters to M. Shachtmau, of 18 August 1930, to R. Molinier otjanuary- 
February 1931, and to the Federation of Charleroi ol 28 June 1931. The Archives, 
Closed Section. 

- The International Bureau, formed at a conlcrencc of Trotskyists fniin several 
countries, in April 1930, consisted of Rosmer (with NavilJe as deputy), the 
American Shachtman, the German Landau, the Spaniard Niii, and the Russian 
Markin. Under the cover name Markin, L. Sedov (Lyova) representf^d the 
Russian Opposition. (He did not, however, participate in the conference.) The 
Bureau could not function, because Shachtman returned to the States, Niii was 
imprisoned in Spain shortly after, and Markin could not get out of Prinkipo. An 
International Secretariat was then formed in Paris, of which Naville was the 
mainstay, with the Italian Suzo and the American Mill as members. Mill wa,-- 
presently exposed as a Stalinist; and the Secretariat was no more effective than the 
Bureau. Trotsky then sought to overhaul it with the help of Senin-Sobolevicius and 
Well. (See Trotsky’s letter to Well of 1 5 December 1931.) 
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distemper of most, if not all, Trotskyist groups; the French 
example was infectious if only because Paris was now the 
centre of international Trotskyism. The personalities were, as a 
rule, of so lit lie weight, the issues so slight, and the quarrels so 
tedious that even Trotsky’s involvement does not give them 
enough significance to earn them a place in his biography. 
With the y('>ars his involvement assumed piteous and at times 
quite grotesque forms. As almost every quarrel shook the entire 
organization, these triflings devoured much of his time and 
nerves. He took sides; he acted as arbiter. Being in contact with 
groups in every corner of the world, he had to deal with an 
incredibly large number of such altercations; and as he en- 
couraged the various sections of the Opposition to interest 
themselves in each other’s activities, he wrote interminable 
circulars and epistles explaining, say, to the Belgians why the 
French fell out, to the Greeks why the German comrades 
were in disagreement, to the Poles what were the points at issue 
between difl'erent sets of the Belgian or of the American Opposi- 
tion, and so on, and so forth. ^ 

He did all this in the belief that he was educating and 
training a new levy of communists, new cadres of revolution. 
The extreme paucity of the Opposition’s resources and the 
feebleness of its organization did not deter him. He held that the 
worth of a movement lay in the power of its ideas which was 
bound to prevail eventually; that the chief task was ‘to main- 
tain the continuity’ of the Marxist school of thought; that 
only an organization could assure that continuity; and that any 
organization had to be built in the circumstances that were 
given and with such human material as was available. Some- 
times, the bickering of his followers was enough to drive him to 
despair and to make him wonder whether his eflbrts were not 
wasted. Then he consoled himself with the recollection that 
Lenin, in the years of his ‘factional emigre squabbles’, often 
invoked an image of Tolstoy’s which described a man squatting 
in the middle of a road and making incoherent, maniacal 
gestures which suggested to passers-by that he was a madman; 

’ Of over 300 files, containing about 20,000 documents of the Closed Section of 
The Archives approximately nine- tenths consist of Trotsky’s correspondence with 
his followers. A very large proportion of tlie Open Section of The Archives also 
consists of his writings on the policy, tactics, and organization of various Trotskyist 
groups. 
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but on coming nearer one saw that the queer gesticulation was a 
purposeful activity — the man was sharpening a knife on a 
grindstone. And so Trotsky, however purposeless his own 
dealings with his followers might at times appear, told himself 
that he was in fact sharpening the mind and the will of a new 
Marxist generation. He suppressed his distaste at mingling great 
principles with the pettiest of wrangles, and mustered all his 
patience and persuasiveness to give freely to his followers. Yet 
he could not help sensing that the human material with which 
he was working was quite unlike that with which cither he or 
Lenin had worked before the revolution. Then, whatever the 
miseries of emigre politics, those involved were genuine and 
serious fighters, wholly dedicated to their cause and sacrificing 
to it every interest in life and life itself — human flames of 
revolutionary enthusiasm. His present followers in the West 
were made of dilfcrent stuff: they had in them only little of 
the passion and heroism that could storm the heavens. They 
were certainly not or ‘not yet’ ‘genuine Bolsheviks’, he re- 
flected; and this accounted for an irrc’duciblc psychologiccil 
distance between him and them. In his thoughts he preferred to 
dwell with his other friends and disciples, those who were 
scattered over the prisons and punitive colonies of the Urals and 
Siberia, and there were fighting, starving, freezing, and wrest- 
ling with their problems unto death. Even the most mediocre 
of the people over there now seemed to him worthier as fighters 
and closer than almost any of his followers in the West. Some- 
times he unwittingly vented this feeling as, for instance, in an 
obituary on Kote Tsintsadze which he wrote early in 1931. 
Tsintsadze, a Bolshevik since 1903, head of the Caucasian 
Cheka during the civil war, and then a leading Oppositionist, 
had been deported, jailed, and tortured. Ill with tuberculosis, 
suffering from haemorrhages of the lungs, he fought on, went 
on hunger strikes, and died in prison. In the obituary, published 
in the Bulletin, Trotsky quoted these prescient words from a 
letter Tsintsadze had written him at Alma Ata: ‘Many, very 
many of our friends and of the people close to us will have 
to . . . end their lives in prison or somewhere in deportation. 
Yet in the last resort this will be an enrichment of revolutionary 
history: a new generation will learn the lesson.’ 

‘The Communist parties in the West’, Trotsky remarked. 
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‘have not yet brought up fighters of Tsintsadze’s type’; this 
was their besetting weakness; and it affected the Opposition 
as well. He confessed that he was amazed to find how much 
cheap ambition and self-seeking there was even among Opposi- 
tionists in the West. It was not that he deprtxatcd all personal 
ambition desire for distinction was often a stimulus to effort 
and achievement. But ‘the revolutionary begins where personal 
ambition is fully and wholly subordinated to the service of a 
great idea. . . .’ Unfortunately, only too few people in the West 
had leariK'd to take principles seriously: ‘Flirtation with ideas’ 
or dilettante dabbling with Marxism-Leninism was all too 
common.’ 

It was rarely that Trotsky allowed himself such a complaint. 
He saw no use in wringing hands over the limitations of the 
human material produced by history — it was only from this 
material that the ‘new Tsintsadzes’ could be formed. 


Meantime, in the Soviet Union the Opposition was breaking 
up and the fighters ‘of Tsintsadze's type' were either perishing 
physically or shrinking morally. They wei'c caught in the 
double vice of the Stalinist terror and of their own dilemmas. 
Even as early as 1928, while Trotsky was still sustaining their 
spirit of resistance from Alma Ata, they showed signs of being 
unequal to the strain. A division of opinion, it will be remem- 
bered, arose among them as they watched the end of the 
coalition between the Stalinists and the Bukliarinists and the 
beginnings of Stalin’s left course. ^ These events rendered 
obsolete some of the Opposition’s major demands and battle- 
cries. The Opposition had called for rapid industrialization and 
for the gradual collectivization of farming and had charged 
Stalin with obstruction and with favouring the wealthy farmer. 
When in 1928 Stalin accelerated the tempo of industrialization 
and turned against private farming, the Oppositionists first 
congratulated themselves on the change, in which they saw 
their vindication; but then they felt themselves robbed of their 
ideas and slogans and deprived of much of their political raison 
d'etre. 


^ B.O., no. 19, March 1931. 

“ See the chapter ‘A Year at Alma Ata’ in The Prophet Unarmed. 
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Under any regime allowing a modicum of political con- 
troversy, a party or faction which has the misfortune of seeing 
its rivals steal its clothes may still be permitted to assist with 
dignity at the realization of its own programme by others. The 
deported Trotskyists were not free even to hint that their 
clothes had been stolen or to point out, in the hearing of the 
nation, how worthless and hypocritical had been the accusations 
the Stalinists had heaped on them when they branded them as 
‘super industriali/ers’ and ‘enemies of the peasantry’. Stalin’s 
left course, which implicitly vindicated the Opposition, sealed 
its defeat; and the Opposition no longer knew clearly whether 
or on what ground it was to go on opposing him, especially as 
up to the middle of 1929, before Stalin decided on ‘wholesale 
collectivization’ and the ‘liquidation of the kulaks’, his policy 
followed the Opposition’s demands quite closely. If it is a 
galling experience for any party or group to see its programme 
plagiarized by its adversaries, to the Trotskyists, who in 
advocating their ideas exposed themselves to persecution and 
slander, this was a shattering shock. Some began to wonder 
for the sake of what they should go on suffering and let their 
next of kin endure the most cruel privations. Was it not time, 
they asked themselves, to give up the fight and even to re- 
concile themselves with their strange ptTsccutors ? 

Those who succumbed to this mood eagerly assented to 
Radek’s and Preobrazhensky’s argument that there would be 
nothing reprehensible in such a reconciliation, and that the 
Opposition, if it was not merely to grind its axe, should indeed 
rejoice in the triumph of its ideas, even though its persecutors 
gave efl'ect to them. It was true, they said, that Stalin showed 
no willingness to restore within the party the proletarian 
democracy for which the Opposition had also clamoured; but 
as he was carrying out so much of the Opposition’s programme 
there was reason to hope that he would eventually carry out the 
rest of it as well. In any case, Oppositionisls would be better able 
to further the cause of inner-party freedom if they returned 
to the ranks than if they remained in the punitive colonies, 
from where they could exercise no practical influence. Whatever 
it was that they were striving for, they must strive for it within 
the party, which was, as Trotsky once put it, ‘the only historic- 
ally given instrument that the working class possessed’ for 
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/ furthering the progress of socialism; only through it and inside 
it could the Oppositionists achieve their purposes. Neither 
Radck nor Preobrazhensky as yet suggested surrender — they 
merely aclvis(‘d a more conciliatory attitude, which would make 
it possible for them to negotiate the terms of their reinstatement. 

Another section of the Opposition, for which Sosnovsky, 
Dingelstedt, and sometimes Rakovsky spoke, rejected these 
promptings and did not believe that Stalin was in earnest 
about industrializalion and the struggle against the kulaks. 
They treated the left course as a ‘temporary manoeuvre’ 
to be followed by sweeping concessions to rural capitalism, the 
neo-N.E.P., and the triumph of the right wing. They denied 
that the Opposition’s programme was surpassed by events and 
saw no reason to modify any of their attitudes. The more 
sanguine were as hopeful as ever that time was working for 
them. If Stalin were to pursue the left course, they said, its 
logic would compel liim to call ofl' his fight against the left 
Opposition; and if he were to launch the neo-N.E.P., the 
subsequent ‘shift to the right’ would so endanger his own 
position that again, in order to redress the balance, he would 
have to come to terms with the Trotskyists. The Opposition 
would therefore be foolish to try to barter principles against 
reinstatement, especially to waive its demand for freedom of 
expression and criticism. This, broadly, Wcis the ‘orthodox 
Trotskyist’ view. 

I’hc conviction that the Opposition’s programme was ob- 
solescent was gaining ground not only among the conciliators, 
however. It was held with even greater fervour, but for reasons 
diametrically opposed to Radek’s and Preobrazhensky’s, 
by those who formed the most extreme and irreconcilable wing 
of the Opposition. There the view was already becoming 
axiomatic that the Soviet Union was no longer a workers’ 
state; that the party had betrayed the revolution; and that the 
hope to reform it being futile, the Opposition should constitute 
itself into a new party and preach and prepare a new revolu- 
tion. Some still saw Stalin as the promoter of agrarian capital- 
ism or even the leader of a ‘kulak democracy’, while to others 
his rule epitomized the ascendancy of a state capitalism im- 
placably hostile to socialism. 

Up to the end of 1928 these cross currents were not yet so 
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Strong as to destroy the Opposition’s outward unity. A ceaseless 
discussion went on in the colonies; and Trotsky presided over it, 
holding the balance between the opposed viewpoints. After his 
banishment to Constantinople, however, the force of the dis- 
agreements grew and the opposed groups drifted farther and 
farther apart. The conciliators eager for reinstatement grad- 
ually ‘curtailed’ the conditions on which they were prepared to 
come to terms with Stalin, until the conciliation for which they 
were getting ready became indistinguishable from surrender. 
On the other hand, the irreconcilables worked themselves up 
into such a licnzy of hostility towards all that Stalin stood for 
that they w^erc no longer eoneerned with changes in his policy 
or even with what was going on in the country at large; they 
repeated obsessively their old denunciations of Stalinism 
regardless of whether these still bore any relation to the facts, 
old and new. I’ln,' membe rs of these extreme' groups viewed one 
another as remegades and traitors. The irreconcilables branded 
their conciliatory comrades in advance as ‘Stalin’s lackeys’, 
while the latter looked upon the zealots cis upon people who 
had lost their bearings, had ceased to be Bolsheviks, and were 
turning into anarchisants and counter-revolutionaries. The two 
extreme wings were growing and only the shrinking rump of the 
Opposition remained ‘orthodox Trotskyist’. 

Scarcely three months after Trotsky’s banishment not a trace 
was left even of the outward unity ol the Opposition. While he 
was cut off from his followers — it took him a few months to 
re-establish contacts — Stalin found it all the easier to divide 
them and demoralize them by means of terror and cajolery. 
The terror was selective: the G.P.U. spared the conciliators 
but combed the punitive colonies, picking out the most 
stubborn Oppositionists and transferring them to jails, where 
they were subjected to the harshest treatment: placed under 
military guards; crowded in damp and dark cells unheated in 
the Siberian winter; kept on a meagre diet of rotten food; and 
denied reading matter, light, and facilities for communication 
with their families. They were thus deprived of the privileges 
which political prisoners had obtained in Tsarist Russia and 
which the Bolsheviks had, since the end of civil war, granted to 
anti-Bolshevik offenders. (About this time, as if to mock his 
former comrades even further, Stalin ordered the release of 
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quite a few Mensheviks and Social Revolutionaries.) As early 
as March 1929 Trotskyists describing their life at the hard 
labour prison of Tobolsk compared it with Dostoevsky’s 
haunting image of katorga in The House of the Dead,^ If this 
terror aimed at intimidating and softening the conciliators, it 
also seemed designed to drive the irreconcilables to demonstra- 
tions of such unthinking hostility towards all aspects of the 
existing 1 egime that it should be easy to brand them as counter- 
revolutionaries and to drive an even deeper wedge between 
them and the conciliators. 

However, Stalin could not break the Opposition by terror 
alone — his far more potent weapon was the left course. ‘With- 
out severe persecution’, Rakovsky remarked, ‘the left course 
would have only brought fresh adherents into the ranks of the 
Opposition, because it marked the bankruptcy [of the earlier 
Stalinist policy]. But persecution alone, without the left 
course, would not have had the effect it has had.'^ In the 
months that followed Trotsky’s arrival in Constantinople 
Stalin’s hesitation over policy was coming to an end. His break 
with Bukharin was consummated at the February session of the 
Politbureau, while Trotsky was en route to Turkey. In April the 
conflict was carried from the PolitI)ureau to the Central 
Committee, and then to the sixteenth party conference. The 
conference addressed the nation with a rousing call for a radical 
speeding up of industrialization and collectivization, a call 
which rcpj’oduced, in part literally, Ti otsky’s earlier appeals.^ 
It became iiicr(‘asingly diflicult to maintain, as Trotsky and 
some of the Trotskyists were still doing, that Stalin’s change of 
policy was a ‘temporary manoeuvre’. It turned out that 
Preobrazhensky and Radek who had held all along that Stalin 
was not trifling with the left course (and that circumstances 
would not allow him to do so even if he wanted to) had in this 
point a much better grasp of reality. 

At a stroke the Opposition’s dilemmas were immensely 
aggravated. It became almost ludicrous for its members to 

1 See tlic icport of 20 March 1929 in 5 .O., no. 1 . 

“ Ibid., no. 7, Novell ibf!r-Deccmbcr 1929. 

^ V.K.P. (/>). ProfsoyuzaUi, p. 515. In the resoliilions of the conference 
'Frotsky’s a])peal for socialist competition, now ten years old, was literally, but of 
course anonymously, reproduced. K.P.S.S. v. Rezoluisyakh, vol. II, pp. 496-7; sec 
also my Soviet Trade UmonSy pp. 95-97. 



ON THE PRINCES* ISLES 


67 

chew over old slogans, to clamour for more industrialization, 
to protest against the appeasement of rural capitalism, and 
to speak of the threatening Neo-N.E.P. The Opposition either 
had to admit that Stalin was doing its job for it or it had to re- 
equip itself and ‘rearm’ politically for any further struggle. 
Trotsky, Rakovsky, and others were indeed working to bring 
the Opposition’s ideas up to date. But events moved faster than 
even the most quick-minded of theorists. 

The state of llie nation not less than changes in official 
policy contributed to the disarray of the Opposition. This was a 
time of the gravest emergency. Stalin described it in these 
terms but so also did all the leaders of the Opposition, how- 
ever they dill'er(‘d among themselves. Pjeobrazhensky, not 
given to dianiatic overstatement, compared the tension of the 
spring of 1929 with that W'hich had led to the Kronstadt rising, 
the rising the Bolsheviks had regarded as more dangerous to 
themselves than any ciitical phase of the civil war.^ Radek, 
speaking of the conflict between Stalinists and Bukharinists 
in the Central Committee, said that ‘tlie Ckmtral Committee 
looked like the Jacobin Convention on the very eve of the 9 
Therrnidor’, tlie day that brought the ruin of Jacobinism. 
Rakovsky described the moment as ‘the most fateful since the 
civil war’.^ Indeed, theie was a ccunplcMt* agieernent about this 
among all observers. 

For several years now ihc, gulf between town and country 
had widened and deepened. 1’he 25-6 millions of small and 
mostly tiny and archaic farmsteads could not 1‘eed th(^ rapidly 
growing urban population. The towns lived under an almost 
constant threat of famine. Ultimately, the crisis could be 
resolved only through the replacement of the unproductive 
smallholding by the modern large-scale farm. In a vast country 
accustomed to extensive agriculture, this could be achieved 
either by the energetic fostering of agrarian capitalism or by 
collectivization — there was no other choice. No Bolshevik 
government could act as the foster parent of agrarian capitalism 
— if it had so acted it would have let loose formidable forces 

’ Stalin, Sochinenya, vol. XII, pp. i iStF. 

2 Preobrazhensky, ‘Ko Vsem Tovarishcham po Oppozitsii’ {The Archives), to 
which reference is made in further pages also; and Rakovsky’s report in BT)., loc. 
cit. 

3 Loc. cit. 
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hostile to itself and it would have compromised the prospects of 
planned industrialization.^ There was thus only one road left, 
that of collectivization, even though the all-important questions 
of scale, method, and tempo had still to be resolved. Years of 
official hesitation had led only to this, that the deeisions had 
now to be takem under conditions far worse than those under 
which they might have been taken earlier. Stalin’s attempts to 
combine the most contradictory policies, to appease the 
well-to-do farmers and then to requisition their produce, had 
infuriated the peasantry. His long-lasting reluctance to press on 
with industrial development had been no less disastrous. 
While the country was unable and unwilling to feed the town, 
the town was unable to supply the country with industrial 
goods. The peasant, not being able to obtain shoes, clothes, and 
farm tools, had no incentive to raise his output, still less to sell 
it. And so both the starving town and the country famished of 
industrial goods were in turmoil. 

The decisions about tempo and scale of industrialization and 
collectivization were taken in conditions of an acute scarcity 
of all the human and material elements needed for the two-fold 
drive. While workers went short of bread, industry was short of 
skilled labour. It was also short of machinery. Yet machines 
stood idle for lack of fuel and the raw materials whose supply 
depended on the rural economy. IVansport was disrupted and 
could not cope with increased industrial traffic. The supply of 
nearly all goods and services was grievously inadequate to the 
demand. Inflation was rampant. Controlled prices bore no 
relation to the uncontrolled ones, and neither reflected genuine 
economic values. 

All the tics and links between the various parts of the body 
politic were cut, except for the bonds of misery and desperation. 
Not only had economic intercourse between town and country 
once again broken down, so had all normal relations between 
citizenry and state and even between party and state. There 

1 Large scale capitalist farming formed the rural background to the industrial- 
ization of Britain and the United States; the Junkers’ estates and the Gross- 
bauerwirUchaJt were dominant in Germany’s agriculture during her industrial rise. 
In all these countries large-scale farming had been in existence at the outset of 
industrialization, whereas in the Russia of the nineteen-twenties it was not. The 
concentration of farming by any normal processes of capitalist competition 
would have required much time and much laissezfaire. 
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was no extreme of deception and violence to which both the 
rulers and the ruled were not prepared to go in the scramble. 
The kulaks, and many ‘middle’ and even poor peasants, were 
implacable in their hatred of the ‘commissars’. Arson and 
killings of party agents and agitators were daily occurrences in 
the villages. The mood of the peasantry communicated itself to 
the working class among whom newcomers from the country 
were very numerous. In the twelfth year of the revolution the 
poverty of the nation and the neglects and the abuses of gov- 
ernment provoked a revulsion so bitter and widespread that 
something great and terrible had to happen or had to be done 
soon in order either to suppress or to release the pent-up 
emotions. Under the surface forces were boiling up for what 
might have become a gigantic explosion of the kind of which, 
on a small scale, Hungary was to give an example in 1956. 
Almost cornered, Stalin and his followers fought back with 
mounting fury. 

‘The revolution is in danger!’ was the cry which the Trotsky- 
ists raised in their places of deportation and prison cells. Both 
the ‘orthodox’ Trotskyists and the conciliators were seized 
with equal alarm; but whereas the former did not see what 
course of action was open to them in the conditions in which 
they were placed and thought that they should keep themselves 
in readiness for the approaching crisis, the conciliators, on the 
contrary, felt impelled to ‘act at once’; and it was with the cry: 
‘The revolution is in danger!’ that they marched to surrender. 
The best of them did so from the deep conviction that when the 
fate of Bolshevism and of the revolution was at stake, it was a 
crime to cling to factions and to cherish sectional interests and 
ambitions. The worst among them, the weary opportunists, 
found in the ‘revolution’s danger’ a convenient pretext for 
wriggling out of commitment to a lost cause. Those who were 
neither the best nor the worst, the average conciliators, may not 
have been aware of their own motives, which were probably 
mixed or ambivalent. 

In April 1929 Preobrazhensky drew the conciliators together 
with an appeal ‘To All Comrades-in-Opposition!’^ This was 
an extraordinary document: in it the conciliator for the last 
time, before surrender had sealed his lips, expressed himself 

1 The Archives. 
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frankly as he looked back on the Opposition’s road and turned 
his gaze on the tortuous and stony path ahead of him. Preo- 
brazhensky described how the Opposition had been driven to an 
impasse by the very triumph of its ideas. He found that many of 
his comrades would rather deny the triumph than admit the 
impasse. They still behaved as if their forecasts about the Neo- 
N.E.P. and the ‘shift to the right’ had come true; as if there 
had been no left course. To be sure, Stalin had initiated the 
left course in a manner very diOerent from the one they had 
championed. The Opposition w^anted industrialization and 
colh'ctivization to be carried out in the broad daylight of 
proletarian democracy, with the consent of the masses and free 
initiative ‘from below’; whereas Stalin relied on the force of the 
decree and coercion from above. All the same, the Opposition 
had stood Ibr what he was doing even if tlu‘ way he was doing it 
was rc'piignant to them. If they refused to acknowledge this, 
they would turn into an Opposition l()r opposition’s sake; and 
then to justify themselves they would drift away from their own 
princ:ipl(!S. He, Preobrazhensky, did not rc'pudiate the Opposi- 
tion's past: ‘In fighting against the Central Committee w'c have 
done our duty.’ But the Opposition’s present duty was to come 
closer to the party and tluTi return to it — and here spoke the 
theoretical pioneer of ‘])rimitive socialist accumulation’ — in 
order ‘to hold out together against the pressure of that dis- 
content which must be aroused in a peasant country by a policy 
of socialist accumulation and a struggle against agrarian 
capitalism’. 

Preobrazhensky spoke of the resentment Stalin had aroused, 
even among conciliators, by banishing Trotsky ‘with the help 
of the class enemy’ (i.c. of the Turkish Government). The 
Oppositionists ‘cannot forgive this’, he said; but he suggested 
that this outrage should not be allowed to obscure considera- 
tions of a more general character; and he added that Trotsky 
too had confounded the Opposition by carrying the struggle 
against Stalin into the bourgeois Press of the West. Preo- 
brazhensky had few illusions about the fate that aw^aited the 
conciliators: he was aware of the blows and humiliations that 
WT)uld fall on them in the ‘difficult, critical years ahead’, 
although even he could hardly have glimpsed all the mud and 
blood through which they w^erc to w ade and in which they were 
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to perish. But he was clear-eyed enough to indicate plainly to 
his comrades that the course to which he was summoning them 
would be full of anxiety and torment. His hopes for a genuine 
and dignified reconciliation, the hopes he had entertained in the 
previous year, had sagged. He now saw reinstatement as a 
virtual surrender. ‘Those of us’, he concluded, ‘who have 
fought in the ranks of the parly ten, twenty or more years 
[Preobrazhensky himsedf had been a Bolslievik since 1904] 
will return to it with feelings very difl'erent from those with 
which they once joined it for the first time,’ They would go 
back without their early enthusiasm, as brok(‘n-hearted men. 
They could not even be siir(‘ that the Central Committee would 
agree to reinstate them on any terms. ‘Such are all the circum- 
stance's of this return and such is the inner party situation that, 
if readmitted, we shall have to bear responsibility for things 
against which we have warned and to submit to [methods] 
to which wc cannot give our assent. . . . If we are reinstated we 
shall, each of us, receive* back the pmihilct [member ship card] 
as one acce*pts a heavy cross.’ Yet for lhe)se who wish to serve 
the cause* e)f socialism efieetively nothing was left but to take 
the cross. 

In May, Preobrazhensky was allowed te) travel to Moscow 
in order to try and ‘make pe“acc with the* i)arty’. At first he 
sought to obtain fave)urable* terms fe)i' the Opposition at 
large, pleading fe)r a cessation of the* terror, for a halt to 
deportations, for a rehabilitation of party members vie:timized 
undeT Article 58 on the charge of countcr-rewolutionary activity, 
and — last but not least — fen* the rcsernding of Trotsky’s banish- 
ment. He negotiated with Ordjonikidze and Yaroslavsky and 
other members of the Central Committee and Central Control 
Commission who acted under Stalin’s personal supervision. 

To Stalin the capitulation of a larger section of the Opposi- 
tion was important enough because of the effect this was bound 
to have on the party’s morale and on Trotsky’s fortunes. 
Anxious to entice the conciliators and wary of blasting all their 
hopes at once, he at first feigned readiness to consider some 
of their desiderata. But he could not in truth accept any. 
Above all, he could not allow the Oppositionists to say on their 
reinstatement that they had come back because the party 
leadership had adopted their progi ammc- -this would have 
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amounted not merely to a vindication of Trotsky and Trotsky- 
ism and to a refutation of all the charges against them, but also 
to an exposure of the lawlessness of the reprisals by which 
Stalin had overwhelmed them. He could not permit anyone 
even to allude to the fact that he had taken a leaf ■ and what a 
leaf! -out of Trotsky’s book. If he did he would have destroyed 
his own claim to infallibility and power. The capitulators must 
declare that he, and not they and Trotsky, had been right. 
They must denounce and recant their own past. They could not 
be tolerated to come back as misunderstood trail-blazers; they 
could return only as the remorseful saboteurs of the left 
course and of all the policies that had consistently led up to it. 
Even then they must not be allowed to arouse in the party 
the feelings due to rueful prodigal sons — they could count only 
on the forgiveness granted to broken sinners and criminals; 
they must make their way back on their knees. To get them to 
do this Stalin had to wear down, by slow and stubborn bargain- 
ing, their mental defences, and induce them to give up one 
demand after another until they were brought to the point of 
unconditional surrender. Stalin’s behaviour was not surprising: 
the terms on which Zinoviev, Kamenev, Antonov-Ovseenko, 
Pyatakov, and so many others had capitulated, and the process 
by which they had been brought to do it were still fresh in 
everyone’s memory. But such was the power of self-deception 
that many conciliators who from afar anxiously watched Preo- 
brazhensky’s parleys in Moscow — he was allowed to com- 
municate with the colonies of deportees — still hoped that they 
would be spared the indignities inflicted on earlier capitulators. 

After a month the result of Preobrazhensky’s ‘negotiations’ 
was already discernible in the behaviour of his closest comrades. 
In the middle of June, Radek and Smilga also travelled, under 
G.P.U. convoy, to Moscow to join Preobrazhensky. Their train 
stopped at a small Siberian station, where by chance they were 
met by a group of Oppositionists, who described the encounter 
in a letter preserved among Trotsky’s papers. They spoke only 
to Radek — Smilga was ill and had to stay in his compartment. 
Radek told them of the purpose of the journey and made the 
by now familiar argument for surrender: the nation-wide 
famine, the shortage of bread felt even in Moscow, the workers’ 
discontent, the threat of peasant risings, the discords in the 
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Central Committee (where ‘Bukharinists and Stalinists were 
plotting to arrest each other’), &c. The situation, he said, 
was as grave as in 1919 when Denikin stood at the gates of 
Moscow and Yudcnich stormed Petrograd. They must all rally 
to the party. On what terms? they asked. Would he demand in 
Moscow that paragraph 58 of the Criminal Code, the stigma 
of counter-revolution, be lifted from the deportees? No, he 
replied ; those who persisted in opposition deserved the stigma. 
‘We ourselves’, he shouted, ‘have driven ourselves into exile and 
prison.’ Would he demand that Trotsky be brought back? 
It was only a few weeks since Preobrazhensky had declared 
that the Opposition ‘could not forgive’ 1 Volsky’s banishment, 
and only a few months since Radek himself, the author of the 
celebrated essay ‘Trotsky the Organizer of Victory’, had 
protested to the Central Committee against its causing the 
‘slow death’ of that ‘fighting heart of* the revolution’ and 
concluded his protest with ihc words: ‘kaiough of this inhuman 
playing with Comrade Trotsky’s health and life.’ But in the 
last few weeks the logic of the surrender to Stalin had done its 
work. And so to their amazement Radek’s interlocutors heard 
this reply: ‘I have definitely broken with Lev Davidovich — 
we arc political enemies now. With the contributor to Lord 
Beaverbrook’s papers I have nothing in common.’ (Radek 
himself had often contributed to the boiu gcois Pi ess and was to 
do so again, but in Stalin’s interest.)^ In the very violence of his 
answer Radek betrayed his guilty conscience. He went on to 
speak bitterly against the new recruits to the Opposition, the 
angry young men, who, he alleged, had nothing Bolshevik 
about them, but joined the Trotskyists from sheer anti-Soviet 
spite. Once more he appealed to his interlocutors: ‘The last 
party conference has adopted our Platform which has brilliantly 
proved itself. What can you still have against the party?’ 
Radek’s escort provided the answer: while he was arguing, 
his G.P.U. guards interrupted him, shouting that they would 

1 Trotsky often had to defend himself against this reproach, which was at first 
made even by his French followers, as Rosmer informed him in a letter of 24 Feb- 
ruary 1929. Rosmer’s and Trotsky’s answer was that Marx too had to earn his 
living by writing for the bourgeois Press, In a special note in the first issue of the 
Bulletin Oppozitsii Trotsky explained his position to Soviet readers and emphasized 
that even in the bourgeois Press he spoke as a Bolshevik and a I-cninist, defending 
the revolution. 
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not allow him to agitate against Trotsky’s banishment; and 
they pushed him and kicked him back into the train. Radek 
burst out with hysterical laughter: T? Agitating against 
Trotsky’s banisljment !’ Then he apologized plaintively : T am 
only trying to persuade these comrades to return to the party’; 
but tlje guard would not even listen and kept on pushing him 
buck (o the ( ompartment. The year before Radek had scorned 
Zinoviev and Pyatakov for the ‘morbid odour oi Dostoevshchyna' 
they and tluui' recantations exuded- now he himself, the prince 
of paniphl(“teers, appeared to his erstw^hilc co-thinkers and co- 
sullerers as a Smerdyakov descended from Dostoevsky’s pages 
on to the little god-forsaken Siberian station.^ 

After another month of haggling, on 13 July, Radek, 
Preobrazhensky, Smilga, and 400 other deportees finally 
announced their surrender.- The advantages that Stalin derived 
from this were many. No event since Zinoviev’s and Kamenev’s 
capitulation at the Idftcenth Cbngrcss, in December 1927, had 
done so much to bolster Stalin’s prestige. As he was just engaged 
in a hea,vy attack on Bukharin’s faction, the disintegration of the 
Trotskyist Opposition relieved him of the need to fight on two 
fronts simultaneously. Trotsky had often said that in the face of 
an acute ‘danger from the right’ Trotskyists and Stalinists 
would join hands. Well, they were now doing so, but on Stalin’s 
own terms — he was winning them over to his side without and 
even against Trotsky. Many of the capitulators were men of 
high talent and experience with whom he would fill industrial 
and administrative posts from which the Bukharinists w^erc 
being squeezed out. He knew that the capitulators would throw 
themselves heart and soul into the industrial drive — many of 
them were to serve under Pyatakov, the arch-capitulator who 
was the moving spirit of the C'oinmissariat of Heavy Industry. 
Radek alone was, as a propagandist, worth more to Stalin them 
hosts of his own scribes. 

Trotsky at once attacked the ‘capitulators of the third draft’. 
(Those of the ‘first draft’ were Zinoviev, Kamenev, and their 
Ibllowcrs, and those of the second were Antonov-Ovseenko, 
Pyatakov, and their friends.) ‘They state’, Trotsky wrote, ‘that 
the differences between Stalin and the Opposition have almost 
vanished. How then do they explain the furious character of the 
^ The Archives; B.O., no. 6, 1929. ^ Pravda, 13 July 1929. 
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reprisals? If in the absence of the most irreconcilable and 
profound differences the Stalinists banish and inflict katorga 
on Bolsheviks, then they do it from sheer bureaucratic banditry, 
without any political idea. This is how the Stalinist policy 
presents itself if one looks at it from Radek’s viewpoint. How 
then dare he and his friends raise their voices to advocate 
unity with political bandits . . . ?’ This was not the view that he, 
Trotsky, took of Stalinist policy; he held that for all its lack of 
scruple Stalinism had deep political motives for its implacable 
hostility towards the Opposition; the fundamental differences 
had lost none of their force. Radek and Preobrazhensky over- 
looked tlicm or pret(‘nded to do so because tliey broke down 
morally. Revolution was a great devourc'r of characters; and 
every period of reaction took its toll of a tired generation of 
fighters who knuekled under. Bui sooner or later the old and 
weary were replaced by tlie young who enliaed the struggle 
with fresh courage and learned th(‘ir lessons even from the 
prostration of their elders. ‘VVe have bt fore us the prospect of 
a long, tenacious struggle and of a long labour of education.’^ 
In truth, I’rotsky received the first news of Radek’s surrender 
with some incredulity; and he atlriliuted Radek’s behaviour to 
‘impulsive ( liaracter, isolation, and lack of moral support’ from 
comrades. He recalh^d with warmth of feeling that ‘Radek had 
behind him a quarter of a century of revolutionary Marxist 
work’, and doubted wdicther he would really be able to make his 
peace wdth Stalinism : ‘He is too much of a Marxist for that and, 
above all, he is too internationally minded.’ But when Pravda 
came out with Radek’s letter of recantation, he found that 
‘Radek has fallen much lower than I had supposed’. Even now 
the fall was so incredible that Trotsky imagined that his bargain 
with Stalin was only temporary and that, having frequently 
wavered between right and left in the party, he would soon 
join hands with the Bukharinists. Yet what a tangle this was: 
‘Radek and a few others with him consider this the most 
propitious moment for capitulation. Why indeed ? Because the 
Stalinists, you see, are chastising Rykov, Tomsky, and Buk- 
harin. Has it then been our task to make one part of the ruling 
group chastise the other? Has the approach to fundamental 
political questions changed? . . . Has the anti-Marxist regime 
* ^criiSy vol. 1, pp. 157-63. 
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of the Communist International not been maintained? Is there 
any guarantee for the future?’ Radek and Preobrazhensky saw 
in the first I'ive Year Plan a radically new departure. ‘The 
central issue’, Trotsky replied, ‘is not the statistics of this 
bureaucratic Five Year Plan per se^ but the problem of the 
party', tlic spirit in which the party was led, because this 
determined also its policy. Was the Five Year Plan, in its 
formulation and execution, subject to any control from below, 
to criticism and discussion ? Yet on this depended also the results 
of the Plan. ‘The inner party regime is for the Marxist an 
irreplace able clement of control over the political line . . .’ — ■ 
this had always been the Opposition’s essential idea. ‘But the 
renegades usually have, or think that others have, a short 
memory. One can say with reason that a revolutionary party 
embodies the memory of the working class: its first and fore- 
most task is to learn not to forget the past in order to be able to 
foresee (In! future.’ Trotsky still viewed Stalin’s left course as a 
by-product of the Opposition’s struggle and pressure; he still 
thought that Stalin might reverse his policy and that his conflict 
with Bukharin was, despite all its harshness, only ‘superficial’. 

Trotsky’s arguments did not reach the Oppositionists in the 
Soviet Union until the autumn; and they could hardly suffice 
to stop the capitulation stampede. The upheaval in the 
Soviet Union had already gone deeper, and its impact on the 
Opposition was far more violent, than he realized. As yet there 
was in his remarks no hint of the gravity and alarm that one 
finds in the writings of all, even the most irreconcilable. Opposi- 
tionists in Russia, He still viewed the scene of 1929 through 
the prism of 1928 and was half-unaware of the ‘eve of civil 
war’ atmosphere that hung over the country. The full force of 
the cry ‘The Revolution is in Danger’ somehow escaped him, as 
did also the momentum the left course was gathering and the 
depth of the breach between Stalin and Bukharin. These, 
however, were the matters that weighed on the minds of all 
Opposition groups. 

I’hc sense that the revolution was threatened by a mortal 
danger, which the Opposition must ward ofl' jointly with the 
Stalinists, soon prompted many who had hitherto belonged to 
its irreconcilable wing to follow in Preobrazhensky’s and 
Radek’s footsteps. Ivan Smirnov, the victor over Kolchak and 
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one of Trotsky’s closest associates, Mrachkovsky, a fighter of 
legendary heroism, Bycloborodov, the Commissar in whose 
home Trotsky found refuge when he left the Kremlin in 
November 1927, Tcr-Vaganyan, Boguslavsky, and many others 
asked to be reinstated. They began to parley with Stalinist 
headquarters in a less sombre mood than Preobrazhensky had 
done, hoping that the general situation would induce Stalin to 
reinstate them on terms less humiliating.^ This time the 
bargaining went on for nearly five months, from June to the 
end of October, in the course of whieli Smirnov’s group 
prepared four different political declarations. In an early draft, 
produced in August and preserved among Trotsky’s papers, 
they gave, as the reasons for their step, agreement with the 
Five Year Plan, and the 'danger from the right’. But they also 
advanced clear criticisms of Stalin’s policy, saying that in- 
sufficient thought was given in the Five Year Plan to the need 
to raise the depressed standards of living of the workers; that 
the ‘selection of party cadres’ was such as to make the expression 
of critical opinions impossible; and that tlie doctrine of social- 
ism in one country served as a ‘screen fur opportunism’, as did 
also the continued official bias in favour of the ‘middle’ peasant. 
Having in all these points upheld the Opposition’s attitudes, the 
applicants admitted also its errors. They had been mistaken, 
they stated, in thinking that the Central Committee would, 
in the search for a way out of the crisis, turn rightwards and 
pave the way for the Tliermidor — only the behaviour of the 
Bukharinist minority justified that fear. They agreed that in the 
present grave circumstances the party leadership should allow 
no freedom to factions, because only the right elements would 
benefit. The Trotskyist Opposition should therefore disperse its 
organization, disband its own leading centre ‘which under 
various names had existed for years’, and stop any form of 
clandestine activity. But they also demanded an end to the 
reprisals against the Opposition and they pleaded fervently for 
the recall of Trotsky, ‘whose fate is tied to the fate of the 
working class’, and with whose services neither the Soviet 
Union nor international communism could dispense. ^ 

Only slowly, defending every one of their points, did Smirnov 
and his associates allow their demands to be whittled down. 

^ Vidt Rakovsky*s account in 5.O., no. 7, 1929. 


■ The Archives. 
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As the year advanced and his difficulties mounted, Stalin was 
indeed mon* anxious than before to secure fresh capitulations; 
and he did not extract from this group a recantation quite as 
abject as the one he got from Radek and Preobrazhensky. 
Smirnov and his friends, in softening or dropping their criticisms 
of Stalin and waiving various demands, still insisted that they 
be allowe d, in the very act of surrender, to call for Trotsky’s 
return- it was mainly over this that the bargaining dragged on 
for live months. When at last they gav(' way, they still refused 
to denounce or renounce Trotsky; and their statement of 
submission, which appeared with hundreds of signatures in 
Pravda on 3 November 1929, was more restrained and dignified 
than any previous act of this kind. 

The mood of surrender now touched the inner core of the 
Opposition, the most faithful of Trotskyists. However, Rak- 
ovsky, who, gravely ill and siiflering from heart attacks, was 
transferred from Astrakhan to Barnaul, still managed to rally 
them. Under his inspiration a section of the Opposition as large 
as that which followed Smirnov stopped just on the brink of 
capitulation. ‘Wc are fighting lor the whole programme of the 
Opposition’, Rakovsky declared. Those who made their peace 
with Stalin, because he was carrying out the economic part of 
that programme and who hoped that he would carry out the 
political part as well, wcie behaving like old-type reformists 
contenting themselves with the piecemeal realization of their 
demands. The political ideas of the Opposition were inseparable 
from its economic desiderata: ‘As long as tin; political part of 
our programme remains unfulfilled, the* whole work of socialist 
construction is in danger of being blown sky high.’ Even more 
important to Rakovsky was integrity of conviction and honesty 
in one’s attitude towards adversaries. A party leadership which 
extracted from Oppositionists confessions of imaginary errors 
merely imitated the Catholic Church, which made the atheist 
recant on his deathbed — such a leadership ‘loses every title to 
respect; and the Oppositionist who changes his conviction 
overnight deserves only utter scorn’. ^ 

It took Rakovsky’s group several months to define its 
attitude; its ‘Open Letter to the Central Committee’ was not 
ready before the end of August. To collect about 500 signatures 

1 B.O., no. 6, 1929. 
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from about ninety places of deportation was not easy; but it was 
even more difficult to accommodate in the document all the 
shadings of opinion that could be found among the signatories. 
The tenor of the Letter, which was in form also an application 
for reinstatement, bore witness to the prevalence of the con- 
ciliatory mood. Like Preobrazhensky and Smirnov, Rakovsky 
and those who followed him — Sosnovsky, Muralov, Mdivani, 
Kasparova and others — declared that it was the national 
emergency and the party’s decision to sponsor the first Five Year 
Plan that prompted them to approach the C^entral Committee. 
The success of the Plan, they held, would strengthen the work- 
ing class and socialism; failure would reopen the door to 
Thermidor and Restoration. Confronted by the ‘gravest 
conflict between the forces of capitalism and those of socialism’, 
they preferred to dwell on the issues on which they were at one 
with the party rather than on those on which they were not. 
To them too the ‘danger from the right’ was close and acute; 
and what they still criticized in the party’s policy was the 
lingering desire to appease the ‘middle' peasants. They were so 
whole-heartedly in favour of rapid indiistiialization that from 
their punitive colonies they pleaded for higher labour discipline 
in the factories and for determined action against those who 
tried to exploit the workers’ discontent for counter-revolution- 
ary purposes. But they also held it to be vital for the success of 
the industrial drive that it should be backed by the mass of the 
people who still resented the neglect of their living conditions, 
the run-away inflation, the many unkept official promises, and 
bureaucratic high-handedness. Having for years championed 
the course of action the party had taken, the applicants felt 
that they were entitled to reinstatement, all the more so as they 
also welcomed the ‘left turn’ in Comintern policy and admitted 
the harm of all faction. They regretted the exacerbation of 
feeling between the Opposition and the Central Committee, to 
which Trotsky's banishment had contributed so much. ‘We 
appeal to the Central Committee, the Central Control Com- 
mission, and the entire party’, the statement concluded, ‘to ease 
our way back to the party by freeing the Bolshevik-Leninists, 
lifting the 58 paragraph, and bringing back Lev Davidovich 
Trotsky.’ 

When the statement reached Prinkipo, on 22 September, 
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Trotsky’s satisfaction was rhingled with* apprehension. He was 
pleased to see at last a declaration from his followers — the 
first for many months — which did not ooze utter resignation. 
Yet he was apprehensive of its tenor. Having by now arranged 
his contacts with the Soviet Union via Berlin, Paris, and Oslo, 
he undca took to forward the Letter to those colonies of deportees 
^diicli liad not yet received it. But he added a gloss of his own 
:l(‘.sign to give the statement a sharper edge. He said that he 
ndoised tiie Letter because, although it was ‘moderate’, it was 
jiot ( cpiivocar. Only those could refuse to sign it who were of 
h(.‘ opinion that the Soviet Thermidor was already accom- 
dished, that the party was dead, and that nothing less than a 
lew revolution was necessary in the U.S.S.R. ‘Although this 
)pinion has been attributed to us dozens of times, we have 
lothing in common with it, . . . Despite repression and persccu- 
ion, we dcxlare that our loyalty to Lenin’s party and the 
Detober revolution remains unshakeablc.’ He too acknow- 
edged tliat with the ‘left turn’ and the break between Stalin and 
Bukharin a new situation had arisen: ‘If previously Stalin 
ought the Left Opposition with arguments borrowed from the 
Bukharinist right, he now attacks the right exclusively with 
irguments borrowed from the left.’ In theory this should have 
ed to a rapprochemerit between the centre and the left; in prac- 
icc it did not. Stalin’s adoption of the Opposition’s policy 
vas superficial, fortuitous, or merely tactical; basically they 
•emained poles apart. Stalin conceived the Five Year Plan 
vithin the framework of socialism in one country, while the 
Dpposition viewed the whole process of constructing socialism 
n the context of international revolution. This fundamental 
Jifference was as sharp as ever; and while Rakovsky and his 
nends had declared their solidarity with the new Comintern 
>olicy, Trotsky briefly but firmly stated his objections to it. 
>Ievertheless, he agreed that Rakovsky was right in expressing 
eadiness ‘to subordinate the struggle we arc waging for our ideas 
o the statutory norms and the discipline of a party that would 
)asc itself on proletarian democracy’. They had been willing to 
lefend their views within the party at the time when the party 
vas ruled by the right-centre coalition; and they must a fortiori 
)e prepared to do so when the right was no longer in control. But 
o renounce their views because of this would be dishonest and 
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^unworthy of Marxism *and of the Leninist school of thought’. 

Trotsky trusted implicitly Rakovsky’s integrity and courage ; 
but he sensed the press and the pull of the stampede under 
which Rakovsky acted. In another gloss he excused Rakovsky’s 
conciliatory tone as designed to 'test openly the inner party 
regime’ in changed political circumstances: ‘Was that regime 
or was it not, after all the recent lessons, capable of making 
good, at least partly, the immense harm it had done to the party 
and the revolution?’ Was a self-reform of the Stalinist ‘appar- 
atus’ still possible? Rakovsky’s ‘reticence, his silence on 
Stalin’s mistakes in the international field, and his emphasis on 
the recent shifts to the left' were all calculated to facilitate the 
beginning of such a self-reform. Rakovsky had once again 
demonstrated that what mattered to the Opposition was the 
essence, not the form, of things, and the interest of the revolu- 
tion, not the ambitions of persons or groups. ‘The Opposition 
is ready to take the most modest place inside the party, but only 
if it can remain true to itself. . . 

Even while he wrote this, Trotsky wondered how many of 
those who had signed Rakovsky’s stalemc'iit might yet defect, 
and in a confidential message he warned Rakovsky that in his 
quest for conciliation he had gone to the limit and must not 
go ‘even one step further!’. In the same Bulletin in which 
Rakovsky’s statement appeared Trotsky published also an 
anonymous letter from a correspondent in Russia, criticizing 
Rakovsky for pandering to the capitulators. The writer, one 
of the few ‘optimists’ still left, was confident that soon ‘Stalin 
will be on his knees before us as Zinoviev was in 1926’. 

At the close of the year only a small minority of the Opposi- 
tionists still held out. According to one report not more than 
about a thousand Trotskyists remained in places of exile and 
prisons, whereas before the capitulations there were several 
thousands. Not for the first or the last time Trotsky had to say 
to himself: ‘Friends who set forth at our side. Falter, arc lost 
in the storm!’ In the last days of November he wrote to a group 
of his Soviet disciples ‘Let there remain in exile not 350 


1 ‘Pismo clruzyain’ (‘Not for Publication’) of 25 September 1929. The Archives; 
B.O.y loc. cit. 

2 The letter, dated 26 November 1929, was provoked by a communication from 
an Oppositionist who was obviously inclined to join the capitulators. The Archives. 
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people faithful to their banner, but only 35. Let there remain 
even’ three — the banner will remain, the strategic line will 
remain, the future will remain.’ He was ready to struggle on 
even alone. Did he at this moment think of Adolf Yoffe’s 
farewell message? ‘I have always thought’, so Yoffe in the 
hour of his suicide wrote to Trotsky, ‘that you have not 
enough in youisclf of Lenin’s unbending and unyielding 
character, not enough of that ability which Lenin had to stand 
alone and remain alone on the road he considered to be the 
right road. . . 


Paradoxically, Stalin viewed with some uneasiness the rush 
of the capitulators to Moscow, much though he benefited from 
it. Many thousands of Trotskyists and Zinovievists were now 
back in and around the ])arty, forming a distinctive milieu, 
Stalin did not allow a single one of them to occupy any office of 
political importance. But the administrators, the economists, 
and the educationists were assigned to posts on all rungs of the 
government, where they were bound to exercise an influence. 
Although Stalin could not doubt their zeal for the left course, 
especially for industrialization, he knew what value to attach 
to the recantations he had (‘xtracted from them. They remained 
Oppositionists at heart. They considered themselves the 
wronged pioneers of the left course. They hated him not merely 
as their persecutor, but as the man who had robbed them of 
their ideas. True, he had turned them, politically, into his 
slaves. But the hidden hatred of slaves can be more dangerous 
than open hostility; it can lie silently in ambush, follow the 
master with a thousand eyes, and set upon him when he slips 
or makes a false step. 

The capitulators now had a chance to influence, directly or 
indirectly, even the Stalinists and Bukharinists, some of whom 
also were bewildered wffien they saw Stalin appropriate the 
ideas and slogans which they had sincerely believed pernicious 
when Trotsky and Zinoviev had proclaimed them. After all his 
triumphs over all his opponents, Stalin was therefore at logger- 
heads with some of his own followers, among whom he began 
to discover crypto-Trotskyists and crypto-Bukharinists. Tf we 
A See The Prophet Unarmed j p. 382. 
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were right in 1925-7’, such people said, ^when we rejected the 
Opposition’s demand for rapid industrialization and fbr an 
offensive against the kulak, and when we branded Trotsky 
and Zinoviev as the wreckers of the alliance between workers 
and peasants, then surely we are wrong now. And if we are right 
now, and if nothing but the left course can save the revolution, 
should we not have adopted it earlier, when the Opposition 
urged us to do so?’ ‘And was it not vile on our part’, the most 
conscientious added, ‘to abuse and crush the Opposition?’ 
The answers varied, of course : some drew one conclusion, others 
another.^ Enough that as early as the summer and autumn of 
1929, while the capitulators were re-entering the party, a few 
good old Stalinists were being expelled from it, cind some even 
sent to the places of deportation which the capitulators had 
just vacated. The most notorious eases were those of Uglanov, 
secretary of the Moscow organization, and other members of 
the Central Committee, branded as Bukharinists, and of 
Shatskin, Sten, and Lominadze, eminent propagandists and 
leaders of the ‘young Stalinists’, who wck' all three unmasked as 
semi-Trotskyists. 

These cases revealed something ol’ the lerrncnt in the ruling 
group itself, a ferment which made it no unmixe^d advantage 
for Stalin to have so many capitulators around. Stalin knew that 
they still looked up to Trotsky as their guide and inspirer and 
indeed as the true leader of the revolution. Every batch of them, 
as they negotiated terms of surrender, had asked for Trotsky’s 
return and stuck to this demand even while yielding on all other 
points of policy and discipline. When at last they were brought 
to renounce Trotsky, most of them did so with despair in their 
hearts and tears in their eyes. Few, very few, were those who 
like Radek perversely quelled their qualms and railed against 
Trotsky; and Radek’s outbursts aroused disgust even among old 
Stalinists. To most capitulators Trotsky represented all that 
they had stood for in their better and prouder days. Their 
debacle and self-abasement had isolated him politically, but 
threw into fresh relief his moral grandeur. The capitulators, the 
Bukharinists, and the doubting Stalinists took in avidly every 
word of his that penetrated into the Soviet Union. At critical 

1 Such discussions went on even as late as 1931, during the writer’s stay in 
Moscow. 
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moments, when important decisions were pending, the whisper; 
‘What does Lev Davidovich say about this?’ was often heard 
even in Stalin’s antechambers.^ The Bulletin circulated in 
Moscow — paity men returning fioni assignments abroad, 
•especially members of embassies, smuggled it home and passed 
it on to fiicnds. Although only very few papers got about in 
this way the Bulletin seems never to have been printed in 
more than 1,000 copies —Trotsky’s comments and forecasts 
and the ( hoicc morsels of his invective spread quickly by word 
of mouth. Stalin could not rest on his laurels and contemplate 
the ferment with equanimity. 


The Blumkin affair gave him an opportunity to strike. 
Jacob Blumkin, a high official of the G.P.U.’s foreign depart- 
ment, had a strange career behind him, and stranger still 
was his present role. Just before the revolution he had, as an 
adolescent, joined the terrorist organization of the Social 
Revolutionary Party. Something of a poel, he was a romantic 
idealist, with a precocious, simple-minded, and boundless 
devotion to his cause. In October 1917 he was among the Left 
Social Revolutionaries who made common cause with the 
Bolsheviks; and he represented his party on the Cheka under 
Dzerzhinsky— thus as a youngster of twenty — Revolution picks 
her lovers young! — he was one of the original founders of the 
Cheka. When his party broke with the Bolsheviks over the 
peace of Brest Litovsk, Blumkin shared his comrades’ fierce 
conviction that in concluding that peace the Bolsheviks had 
betrayed the revolution. When his comrades decided to stage a 
rising against Lenin’s government and to force the Soviet 
Republic into war against Germany, they assigned two men to 
make an attempt on the life of Count Mirbach, the German 
Ambassador in Moscow, Blumkin was one of the two. He 
succeeded; and this event was the signal for the insurrection 
which Trotsky suppressed. The Bolsheviks seized Blumkin and 
brought him before Trotsky. 

It will be remembered that the Bolshevik party had itself 
been deeply divided over the Brest Litovsk peace; and so 

1 It was in the lobbies of the Central Committee that the writer, to his surprise, 
repeatedly heard that whisper. 
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although the Party outlawed the Left Social Revolutionaries, 
many Bolsheviks felt a warm sympathy for Mirbach’s assassin, 
even though they condemned the deed. Trotsky appealed to 
the insurgents’ revolutionary sentiment and sought to impress 
on them how misguided their action had been and to convert 
them to Bolshevik views. When Blumkin was brought before 
him, he engaged the young and impressionable terrorist in a 
long and serious argumcnl. Succumbing to superior powers of 
persuasion, Blumkin repented and asked to be allowed to 
redeem himself. Proforma he was condemned to death, and the 
German Government was even informed of his execution ; but 
he was pardoned and given the chance to ‘prove his devotion 
to the revolution’. He undertook to carry out the most danger- 
ous missions for the Bolsheviks; and during the civil war he 
worked for them behind the lines ol‘ the White Guards. The 
Left Social Revolutionaries considered him a traitor and made 
several attempts on liis life. After one att('m])t, while he was 
recovciing in a hospital, they threw a hand grenade into his" 
ward; he seized it and flung it out of the window at the very 
moment of the explosion. Rehabilitated by the Bolsheviks, he 
then served on Trotsky’s military staff, studied at the Military 
Academy, gained some leputc as a writer on military affairs, 
and was active in the Comintern. After the civil war he re- 
joined the Cheka or G.P.U. and was a senior officer of its 
Counter Intelligence Department. His laith in Trotsky knew 
no bounds; he was attached to the Commissar of War with the 
whole force of his emotional temperament. He was also in close 
friendship with Radck, whom he ‘adored’ and who was more 
accessible and responsive than Trotsky. When Trotsky and 
Radek went into opposition, Blumkin made no secret of his 
solidarity with them. Although the nature of his work prevented 
him from engaging in the Opposition’s activities, he considered 
it his duty to make his attitude clear to Menzhinsky, the chief 
of the G.P.U. But, as his skill at counter intelligence was greatly 
valued, and as he did not participate in the Opposition’s work 
and never committed any breach of discipline, he was allowed 
to hold his views and remain in his post. He stayed in the party 
and the G.P.U. even after the Opposition had been expelled. 


In the summer of 1929, while travelling on duty from India 


to Russia, Blumkin stopped at Constantinople where, as 
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Trotsky maintains, he met Lyova by chance in the street. 
One may doubt whether this was in fact a chance encounter. 
It is implausible that Blumkin should have arrived in Turkey 
without intending to make contact with Trotsky. Having met 
the son, accidentally or not, he asked for an appointment 
with tlie father. Trotsky at first refused, considering the risk too 
great. But when Blumkin imploringly repeated the request, he 
agreed to receive him. 

Blumkin arrived to pour out his heart to the man before 
whom elevtm years earlier he had stood as Mirbach’s assassin. 
He was, as were most Oppositionists, confused; and he was a 
prey to a conflict of loyalties. He found it hard to reconcile his 
position in tlic G.P.U. with his sentiment for the Opposition. 
He was torn between the Oppositionists who had capitulated 
eind those who resisted, and between his faith in Trotsky and 
his fricndsliip for Radek. He did not believe that the breach 
between the two was irreparable; and in his simple-mindedness 
he hop(‘d to reconcile them. For hours lu^ remained closeted 
with Trotsky, relating news from Moscow and listening avidly 
to Trotsky’s arguments about the Opposition’s responsibilities 
and duties and the futility of surrender. 

He put before Trotsky his own cas de conscience and spoke of his 
wish to resign from the G.P.U. Trotsky firmly dissuaded him. 
Difficult as his situation was, Trotsky said, he must go on 
working loyally for the G.P.U. The Opposition was committed 
to defend the workers’ state; and no Oppositionist should 
withdraw from any official post in which he acted in the broad 
interest of the state and not in that of the Stalinist faction. Was 
the Opposition not on the side of the Soviet Union in the 
conflict over the Manchurian Railway? Blumkin’s activity was 
directed entirely against the external enemy; and it was 
perfectly consistent with the Opposition’s attitude that he 
should carry on. 

Blumkin accepted the advice and asked Trotsky to give him 
a message or instructions to Oppositionists at home. He also 
volunteered to help in arranging contacts and in organizing, 
with the help of Turkish fishermen, the Bulletin's clandestine 
despatch across the frontier. 

Trotsky gave him the message, a copy of which is preserved 
in The Archives, The document contains nothing that could 
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^ by any stretch of the imagination be described as conspiratorial. 
Its terms were so general and in part so trivial that it was 
feckless of Trotsky and Blumkin to take any risk at all in trans- 
mitting it. Trotsky forecast that in the autumn Stalin would find 
himself in great difficulties and that the capitulators would then 
realize how useless their surrender had been. He appealed, of 
course, to his followers to hold out, and poured scorn on the 
faint-hearted. He gave, them notice of the attack on Radek he 
was preparing to publish and reproduced the gist of it. For the 
7zth time he denied the charge, which Radek now echoed, that 
he was trying to form a new party; and he repeated that the 
Opposition remained part and parcel of tlu* old party. He 
gave an account of what he was doing to set up the international 
organization of the Opposition and explained in humdrum 
detail the quarrels among the German, French, and Austrian 
Trotskyists and Zinovievists ; he begged the Russians not to be 
disappointed by all this, but to be conlident that the inter- 
national Opposition would eventually ('merge as a vital political 
foice. It is a pathetic thought that tlu' deportees placed such 
great hopes on this, and that Trotsky had to reassiu e them. In 
the whole message there was nothing that he had not said or 
was not about to say in public, especially in the Bulletin^ 
It is, of course, possible to suspect that he gave Blumkin more 
definitely conspiratorial instructions orally. But, strangely, even 
the G.P.U. never maintained that he did so; and the inner evi- 
dence of his attitude, activity, and correspondence indicates that 
he had in fact nothing to say to his followers in private that he did 
not or could not tell them in public. With this message in hand 
Blumkin departed in high spirits, confident that now he would 
be able to prove to Radek and others that their charges were 


^ The text of the message (undated) is in The Anhives, Closed Section, Russian 
files. I have not been able to ascertain the exact dale of lilumkiii’s visit. On internal 
evidence it appears to have occurred either in July or in August J929. Trotsky’s 
message contained in addition these organizational ‘instructions’: he asked his 
followers not to send him communications through Urbahns, the leader of the 
German Leninbund, with whom he was in political controversy; and he warned 
them to beware of one Kharin, an official of the Soviet Embassy in Paris, whom he 
denounced as a Stalinist agent-provocateur. (It was partly through Kharin, it seems, 
that Trotsky, immediately after the banishment, maintained contact with Russia.) 
These ‘instructions* too had nothing conspiratorial or even confidential about 
them. In any movement of this kind warnings against an agent provocateur arc nor- 
mally given the widest publicity so as to put on guard as many people as possible. 
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groundless, that Trotsky was as loyal and as great a Bolshevik 
ever, and that the Opposition should, under his leadership, 
restore its unity. 

Shortly after his return to Moscow, Blumkin was arrested, 
charged with treason, and executed. It is not easy to determine 
how the G.P.U. came to learn about his moves. Some said that 
he had confided his secret to a woman whom he loved and who, 
being herself a secret service agent, denounced him. Others 
maintained that on his return Blumkin went straight to Radek 
who, fearing to draw suspicion on himself or being anxious to 
convince Stalin of the sincerity of his own recantation, betrayed 
his friend. This account gained wide credence and made Radek 
despised and hated. According to yet another version, upheld 
by Victor Serge, Radek’s role was pitiable rather than sinister. 
Serge relates that back in Moscow Blumkin felt at once that the 
G.P.U. knew where he had been and that their agents were 
shadowing him in order to find out with whom of the Opposi- 
tionists he was in touch. Radek was worried about Blumkin ’s 
plight and advised him to approach Ordjonikidze, chairman of 
the Central Control Commission, and make a clean breast of 
everything. This was the only way, he allegedly said, in which 
Blumkin could save himself: Ordjonikidze, although a strict 
disciplinarian, was a conscientious and in his way even a 
generous man, the only one in the hierarchy who could be 
expected to treat the case sternly indeed but not without 
humanity. It was not known, however, whether Blumkin was 
arrested after or before he approached Ordjonikidze.^ The 
whole puzzle may perhaps be explained more simply: the 
vigilant eye of a member of the Soviet Consulate in Con- 
stantinople may have caught sight of Blumkin taking the boat 
to Prinkipo; or an agent provocateur in Trotsky’s house may have 
discovered the identity of the mysterious visitor with whom 
Trotsky had shut himself up for so many hours. 

Blumkin ‘carried himself with remarkable dignity’ during 
the interrogation, relates a former G.P.U. officer. ‘He went 
courageously to his execution and when the fatal shot was about 
to be fired he shouted, “Long live Trotsky!” More and more 

1 Trotsky’s letter to Rosmer, 5 January 1930; B.O., nos. 9 and 10, 1930; and 
Serge, Memoiies d'un Revolutionnaire, pp. 277-9. 

2 A. Orlov, The Secret HistoTy of Stalin's Crimes, p. 202. 
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frequently in years to come was this cry to resound amid 
volleys fired by execution squads. 

This was the first execution of its kind. True, other Trotsky- 
ists had already paid for their convictions with their lives, 
perishing from hunger and exhaustion -the year before, 
for instance, Butov, one of Trotsky’s secretaries, died in 
prison after a long liungcr strike. Nevertheless, the rule 
that the Bolsheviks must never repeat the mortal error of the 
Jacobins and have recourse in their internecine struggles to 
execution had hitherto been respected, at least in form. Now 
that rule was broken. Blumkin was the first party member 
on whom capital punishment was inflicted for an inner party 
offence, an offence no gra\er than being in contact with 
Trotsky. 

Stalin had been apprehensive h^st the capitulations should 
blur the line of division between the Opposition and the 
party; and Blumkin’s \enturc heightened his apprehension. 
He could not tolerate a senior G.P.U. officer on active service 
visiting Tiotsky in a comradely manner and mediating between 
Trotsky and the capitiilatois — to tolerate this would be to 
make a mockeiy of all the oflicial accusations of Trotsky and 
encourage further contacts. Stalin himself may not have believed 
in the relatively innocuous character of Blumkin’s mission and 
of Trotsky’s message to the Opposition. The thought may have 
occurred to his suspicious mind that it would be unsafe to 
assume that Mirbach’s assassin would never again vent his 
simple but strong political passions in a terrorist act. In any case 
Blumkin’s execution was to serve as a warning to others: 
it was to show them that official charges of counter-revolution 
must not be trifled with, that paragraph 58 was paragraph 58, 
and that henceforth comradely connexions with the Prinkipo 
outcast would be punished with the whole severity of a garbled 
and perverted law. Curiously enough, no capital punishment 
was as yet inflicted on the avowed Trotskyists, who from their 
prisons and punitive colonies were in communication with their 
leader, who sent him collective greetings on October anniver- 
saries and May Days, and whose names appeared under articles 
and ‘theses’ in the Bulletin Oppozitsii, For the time being, the 
warning was meant only for party members, holders of official 
posts, especially in the G.P.U., and reinstated capitulators. The 
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line of division between party and Opposition was redrawn in 
blood. 

Trotsky learned of the execution from an anonymous Opposi- 
tionist wiio, being still in government service, was on an official 
mission in Paris. ^ But Moscow was silent; and when a rumour 
percolated through to the German Press, communist papers 
denied it. For several weeks Trotsky waited for further informa- 
tion, and in his letters to Russian followers made no allusion to 
Bhinikin — until early in January 1930 a message from Opposi- 
tionists in Moscow dispelled all doubts. Trotsky at once dis- 
closed the circumstances of his meeting with Blumkin. He 
declared that it was Stalin personally who had ordered the 
execution and that Yagoda gave effect to the order without even 
referring it to Menzhinsky, the nominal head of the G.P.U. 
The Bullelin published the correspondence from Moscow, the 
writers of which maintained that it was Rade^k who had 
betrayed Blumkin. Trotsky himself, on second thoughts, 
doubted whether this was so and intimated that Radek had 
probably acted irresponsibly and stupidly but in good faith. 
‘Blumkirfs misfortune’, Trotsky wrote, ‘was that he trusted 
Radek and that Radek trusted Stalin.’ 

Trotsky enjoined his followers in the West to raise a ‘storm 
of protests’. ‘The Blumkin affair’, he wrote to Rosrner on 5 
January 1930, ‘should become the Sacco-Vanzetti affair of the 
Left Opposition.’ Some time earlier the execution in Boston 
of Sacco and Vanzetti, two Italian- American anarchists, had 
been the object of a memorable world-wide protest raised by 
communists, socialists, radicals, and liberals. Trotsky’s call 
found no response. Blumkin’s fate did not arouse even a fraction 
of the indignation that the execution of Sacco and Vanzetti 
had provoked. It was far easier to arouse the conscience of the 
left against a miscarriage of justice by the judiciary of a 
bourgeois state than to move it against a Justizrnord committed 
in a workers’ state. Barely a few weeks later Trotsky was 
already having to protest, and to ask others to protest, against 
two further executions of Oppositionists and against harsh 
reprisals to which Rakovsky and his friends were subjected. 

1 The news was transmitted to Trotsky by R. Molinier in a letter of 10 December 
1929, together with a rather gloomy account of the Opposition’s disintegration. 
The Archives^ C’losed Section. 
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And once again he failed even to dent the stony indifference 
of those whom he had hoped to movc.^ 


The year 1929 ended in the Soviet Union with an upheaval 
the violence of which surpassed all expectations. Early in the 
year Stalin’s policy had still been hesitant and uncertain. 
The industrial drive was gaining momentum, but the govern- 
ment had not yet thrown all caution to the wind; in April, the 
Sixteenth Party Conference called for speedier collectivization, 
but proclaimed tliat the private farms would for many years 
yet predominate in the rural economy — the Five Year Plan 
provided for the collectivization of only 20 per cent, of all 
smallholdings by 193:^; the kulak was to pay higher taxes and 
to deliv(‘r more grain, but there was no thought yet of his 
‘liquidation’. By the end of the year it was as if a whirlwind 
had swept away these plans and the prudence that had inspired 
them. Tlic industrial drive burst all bounds: again and again 
the targets were raised ; and the call went out that the Plan must 
be carried out in four, three, or even two and a half years. On 
the twelfth anniversary of the revolution Stalin, confronted by 
the ‘difliculties’ Trotsky foresaw, the peasantry’s refusal to 
deliver grain, pronounced death sentence on private farming: 
‘Immediate and wholesale collectivization’ was the order of the 
day; and only four months later he announced that 50 per cent., 
about 13 million, of the farmsteads had already been collectiv- 
ized. The whole power of state and party drove the kulaks from 
the land and forced millions of other peasants to pool all their 
possessions and accept a new mode of production.^ 

Almost every village became a battlefield in a class war, the 
like of which had never been seen before, a war which the 
collectivist state waged, under Stalin’s supreme command, in 
order to conquer rural Russia and her stubborn individualism. 
The forces of collectivism were small but well armed, mobile, 

^ In no. 10 oF the B.O. 'I'rolsky named the two executed men as Silov and 
Rabinovich, saying that they had been charged with ‘sabotage of railway trans- 
port*. According to Orlov (op. cil., loc. cil.) the real ‘crime’ of Rabinovich, himself 
a G.P.U. ofliccr, was that he had informed clandestine 'I’rotskyist circles in Moscow 
of Blumkin’s execution. 

See K.P.S.S. V Rezoluisyakh, vol. II, pp. 449-69, 593 fr.; Stalin, Sochinenya 
vol. XII, pp. 1 18-35; Pravda, 6 January 1930; Deutscher, Stalin, 317-22. 
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and directed by a single will ; rural individualism, its great 
strength scattered, was caught by surprise, and was armed 
only with the wooden club of despair. As in every war so in this, 
there was no lack of manoeuvres, inconclusive skirmishes, and 
confused retreats and advances; but eventually the victors 
seized tlu ir spoils and took uncounted multitudes of prisoners, 
whom lliey drove into the endless and empty plains of Siberia 
and the icy wastes of the Far North. As in no other war, 
however, the victors could neither admit nor reveal the full 
scope of hostilities ; they had to pretend that they carried out 
a salutary transformation of rural Russia with the consent of 
the overwhelming majority; and so even after several decades 
the precise numbers of the casualties, which must have gone 
into millions, remained unknown. 

Such were the suddenness, the magnitude, and the force of 
the upheaval that few who witnessed it were able to absorb 
and focus mentally its immensity. Until recently the Trotskyist 
Opposition could maintain that Stalin, by initiating the left 
course, was only giving effect to its demands; but the Great 
Change exceeded those demands to an extent that took away ‘ 
the breath of Trotskyists and Stalinists alike, not to speak of the 
Bukharinists. Among the Trotskyists, the conciliators showed 
a clearer awareness of the scope and the finality of events ; the 
rcsisters still clung to premisses and reasonings formed in earlier 
years. Rakovsky, for instance, treated Stalin’s orders for the 
annihilation of the kulaks as ‘ultra-left rhetoric’ and asserted 
that ‘the specific weight of the wealthy farms in the national 
economy will grow even further, despite all the talk about 
fighting agrarian capitalism’. ^ Just before the twelfth anniver- 
sary of the revolution, Trotsky himself claimed that ‘the slow 
development of the rural economy . * . and the difficulties which 
the countryside experiences favour the growth of the power of 
the kulaks and the progress of their influence . . .’.^ He did not 
imagine that at a stroke, or within a very few years, 25 million 
private smallholdings could be wiped out by force. 

At the beginning of 1930, however, Trotsky began to realize 
what was happening and in a series of essays devoted to a 
critique of the Five Year Plan he evolved a new line of attack 
on Stalin’s policy. The new criticism was marked by dialectical 
1 B.O., no. 7, 1929. ® vol. I, p. 76. 
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duality: he made a sharp distinction between the ^socialist- 
progressive’ and the ‘bureaucratic-retrograde’ trends in the 
Soviet Union and illumined their perpetual conflict. He began, 
for instance, an essay on ‘Economic Recklessness and its Perils’ 
with these words 

The success of the Soviet Union in industrial development is 
acquiring global historical significance. Social Democrats who do 
not even try to evaluate the tempo which the Soviet economy proves 
itself capable of attaining deserve but contempt. That tempo is 
neither stable nor secure . . . but it piovides practical proof of the 
immense possibilities inherent in socialist economic methods. . . . 
On the l^asis of the Soviet experience it is not difficult to see what 
economic power a socialist bloc comj)rising central and eastern * 
Europe and large parts of Asia would have wielded if the Social 
Democratic Parties had used the power that the 1918 revolution had 
given them and carried out a socialist upheaval. The whole of man- 
kind would have had a different outlook l)y now. As it is, mankind 
will have to pay for the betrayal committed by the Social Democratic 
Party with additional wars and revolutions. 

Having so emphatically restated his appreciation of the 
socialist trend in Soviet developments, he attacked Stalin’s 
domestic policy in the same terms in which he had characterized 
the new Comintern line- as an ‘ultra-left zigzag that had come 
to replace the previous rightist zigzag’. This was consistent 
with Trotsky’s view that Stalin, as a ‘centrist’, acted under 
alternate pressures from right and left, a view which properly 
described Stalin’s place in the inner party alignments of the 
nineteen-twenties, but fitted the realities of later years less well. 
By and large Trotsky still held that intensive industrialization and 
collectivization were merely a transient phase of Stalin’s policy. 
He was not aware, and he was never to become fully aware, that 
in 1929-30 Stalin had gone beyond a point of no return, where 
he could neither halt the industrial drive in its tracks nor, 
having destroyed the kulaks, try and make peace with them. 
This basic error in Trotsky’s judgement, to which we shall 
return later, does not, however, invalidate his specific criticisms, 
in which he anticipated most of the revisions of policy that 
Stalin’s successors were to carry out after 1953, Just as in the 
nineteen-twenties Trotsky was the pioneer of primitive socialist 

^ The essay was written in February 1930 and published in the B.O.y no. 9. 
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accumulation, so in the early nineteen-thirties he was the 
precursor of economic and social reforms that were to be 
undcrtakc^n only several decades later. 

H(i attacked at the outset the rate set by the first Five Year 
Plan, in its final version, for industrial expansion.^ From the 
"snaiFs pace’, he observed, Stalin had switched over to the 
‘race-track gallop’. In its early versions the Plan had aimed at 
an o 9 j:)er cent rate of annual expansion; and the Opposition’s 
proposal to double the tempo had been decried as fanciful, 
irresponsible, and dangerous. Now the tempo was trebled. 
Instead of striving for optimum results, Trotsky pointed out, the 
planners and managers were ordered to strain always for the 
maximum, regardless of the fact that this threw the national 
economy out of balance, and so reduced the effectivenc\ss of the 
drive. Production targets grossly exceeded available resources; 
and so an incongruity arose betwc'cm manufacturing and 
primary production, between heavy and light industry, and 
between investment and private consumption. Worse still was 
the contrast between the advance of industry and the lag in 
farming. There is no need to dwell here on these and other dis- 
proportions which Trotsky often analysed in detail — it has 
since become a truism that these disproportions did indeed 
mark and mar the whole j^rocess of industrialization in the 
Stalin era. But, as happc'iis so often, the truisms of one genera- 
tion were the dreaded heresy of its predecessor; and commun- 
ists, but not only they, received Trotsky’s criticisms with 
indignation or derision. 

Yet when one re-examines after this lapse of time what 
Trotsky said on these matters, one is struck by his political 
restraint rather than by his polemical heat. He usually prefaced 
almost every piece of criticism by emphatic acknowledgement 
of the progress achieved under the direction of his adversary, 
although he insisted that the mainspring of progress lay in the 
national ownership and planning of industry and that Stalin 
not only used but also abused these advantages of the Soviet 
economy. He did not believe that the administrative whip did or 

1 See also Trotsky’s ‘Open Letter’ to party members in B.O.y no. lo (April 
1930) ; his comments on the XVI Congress, ibid., nos. 12-13 (June-July 1930) ; and 
‘The Successes of Socialism and the Perils of Recklessness*, ibid., nos. 17-18 
(November-December 1 930) . 
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could accelerate the industrial advance — the whip was all too 
often the very cause of a halt and a breakdown. National 
ownership led to central planning and required it; but bureau- 
cratic over-centralization led to the concentration and magni- 
fication of the errors committed by those in power, to paralysis 
of social initiative, and to tremendous wastage of human and 
material resources. An irresponsible and ‘infallible’ Leader 
had to boast all mistakes and reverses out of existence and to 
flaunt all the time spectacular achievements, unheard-of 
records, and dazzling statistics. Stalinist planning dwelt on the 
quantitative side of industrialization to the exclusion of every- 
thing else; and the higher the quantity of goods that had to be 
produced at any price, the lower the quality. For rational 
planning a comprehensive system of economic coefficients and 
tests was needed, which would measure continuously not merely 
the growth of production but changes in quality, costs, the 
purchasing power of money, comparative rates of productivity, 
&c. Yet all these facets of tlie economy were wrapt in obscurity: , 
Stalin conducted the industrial drive ‘with all lamps extin- 
guished’, amid a complete blackout of vital information. 

Trotsky’s criticism of the collectivization was even more 
thoroughgoing. He condemned the ‘liquidation of the kulaks’ 
as a monstrosity; and he did so long before the horrors that 
attended it had become known. In the years when he him- 
self was stigmatized as the ‘enemy of the peasantry’, he 
had urged the Politbureau to raise the taxation of well-to-do 
farmers, to organize farm labourers and poor peasants, to 
encourage them to form collective farms on a voluntary basis, 
and to throw the state’s resources (agricultural machinery, ferti- 
lizers, credit and agronomic assistance) behind the collective 
farms so as to promote them in their competition with private 
farming. These proposals had expressed the full extent of his 
anti-kulak policy; and he had never gone beyond them. It had 
never occurred to him that a social class as numerous as the 
rural bourgeoisie could or should be destroyed by decree and 
violence — that millions of people should be dispossessed and 
condemned to social, and many also to physical, death. That 
socialism and private farming were ultimately incompatible 
and that the capitalist farmer would vanish in a society evolving 
towards socialism, had, of course, been an axiom of Marxism 



J 96 : THE PROPHET OUTCAST 

and Leninism. But Trotsky, like all Bolsheviks until quite 
recently, envisaged this as a gradual process, in the course of 
which the smallholder would succumb to the more productive 
collective method of farming in a way similar to, but far less 
painful than, the way the independent artisan and small 
farmer had succumbed to modern industry and large-scale 
agriculture under capitalism. 

I’liei e was therefore no element of demagogy in the angry 
denunciation with which Trotsky met the liquidation of the 
kulaks. Not only was this to him a malignant and sanguinary 
travesty of all that Marxism and Leninism had stood for — 
h(‘ did not believe that the kolkhozy which Stalin was forcing 
into existence would be viable. He argued that collectivized 
agriculture required a technological base far superior to that on 
which individual husbandry had rested; and such a base did 
not exist in the Soviet Union: the tractor had not yet replaced 
the horse. ^ In an expressive simile (of which it could, however, 
be said that comparaison iCesi pas raison) he asserted that without 
modern machinery it was just as impossible to turn private 
smallholdings into a viable collective farm as it was to merge 
small boats into an ocean-going liner. Stalin intended, of 
course, to supply the machinery over th(‘ years, as he eventually 
did. What Trotsky maintained was that collectivization should 
not outrun the technical means needed for it. Otherwise, the 
collectives would not be economically integrated; their product- 
ivity would not be higher than that of private farming; and 
they would not bring the peasants the material advantages 
which could compensate them for the loss of private property.® 
Meantime, before the collectives were technologically in- 

^ Pravda of 15 January 1930 estimated that 1,500,000 tractors were needed for the 
full collectivi/alion of Soviet farming. This degree of mechanization was not 
teached until J95G, when the ‘Tractor Park* (calculated in 15 h.p. units) passed the 

1.500.000 mark — in actual, nearly 30 h.p., units, it consisted of 870,000 tractors. 

'I’hc annual output ol (15 h.p.) tractors was only a little over 3,000 in 1929 and 

50.000 in 1932. '^riic amounts of other available agricultural machinery were 

altogctlier negligible. At the beginning of the first live Year Plan, in 1928, there 
weie fewer than 1,000 lorries on the farms; and there were only 14,000 in 1932. 
Natodnoc Khozymslvo S.S.S.R. v Soviet Statistical Yearbook, 1959, pp. 243, 

487. 

- ‘'file rollectivi/atioii of soKhas [wooden ploughs] ... is a fraud’, Tiotsky wrote. 
His argument was contiovcrtcd by some Trotskyist economists (sec, c.g. Ya. Gref’s 
study on collectivization and overpopulation in i^.O., no. 1 1) and, of course, by the 
Stalinists, who maintained that the collective farm, even when technologically 
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tegrked, the peasantry’s resentment would show in a decline 
or stagnation of agricultural output; and it would threaten to 
blow up the collectives from the inside. So acute was Trotsky’s 
insight into the state of mind of the peasantry that from 
Prinkipo he warned Moscow about the coming calamitous 
mass slaughter of cattle; and he did this in plenty of time, five 
years before Stalin admitted the fact.^ Even much later Trotsky 
remained convinced that the collectivist structure of farming 
was chronically in a state of near collapse. 

In retrospect it may appear that Trotsky took too black a 
view: the collective farms did nol collapse, after all. Yet 
Stalin’s rural policy tliroughout the nineteen-thirties, with its 
whimsieal combination of massive terror and petty concessions, 
was dictated piecisely by the fear of a collapse: only with iron 
bands could he hold together the collective farm. The decline 
and subsequent stagnation in farm output were all too real, 
and bccariK' the great theme of official policy twenty-five and 
thirty years later. 

The state of affairs in the country rea('ted upon all aspects of 
national policy. Industrialization proceeded on a dangerously 
narrow and shattered agricultural base, amid famines or a 
perpetual dearth of foodstuffs. It was therelbre accompanied by 
a universal and almost zoologically fierce scramble for the 
necessities of life, by widespread discontent, and by low 
productivity of labour. The government had continuously to 
quell the discontent and to force up productivity by intimida- 
tion and subornation. The violent shock of 1929-30 drove the 
Soviet Union into a vicious circle of scarcities and terrors from 
which it was not to break out for a long time to come. 

primitive, would be more productive than the old smallholding. Trotsky’s critics 
argued from an analogy with British manufacture whicli, even hrfoic the Industrial 
Revolution (when it was still manufacture in the strict, etymological sense), was 
more productive than individual handicraft, betause, as Marx piiintcd out in Das 
Kapital, it enjoyed the advantages first of ‘simple co-operation,’ and then of the 
division of manual labour. In strict theory, Trotsky’s ciitics were right: (ollecti- 
vization, even without the prior existence of a technological basis proper to it, 
should result in higher jiroductivity, as it did in Clhina for a lime, during tJie middle 
nineteen-fifties. Practically, however, and as far as the collcctivi/aliou of 1929 32 
was concerned, Trotsky was right: any advantages whicli the collective farm might 
have obtained from the co-operation and division of manual labour were nullified 
by the peasants’ resentful attitude towards work and by the initial destruction of 
agricultural stock. 

^ B.O.y no. 9, 1930. 
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Stalin had now proclaimed the end of N.E.P. and the aboli- i 
tion of the market economy. Surveying Trotsky’s views at an 
earlier stage wc saw that in these there was ‘no room for any 
sudden abolition of N.E.P., for the prohibition of private trade 
by decree . . .’ and that socialist planning ‘could not one day 
supersede N.E.P. at a stroke, but should develop within the 
mix(*d economy until the socialist sector had by its growing 
preponderance gradually absorbed, transformed, or eliminated 
the piivate sector and outgrown the framework of N.E.P.’^ 
Trotsky still stuck to this view. He considered the ‘abolition of 
N.E.P.’ a coinage of the bureaucratic brain — only a bureau- 
cracy which, through long neglect of industrialization and a 
faulty approach to the peasantry, had failed to cope with the 
forces of the market economy and allowed these to grow out of 
control (ould try to decree the market out of existence. But 
‘thrown out by the door the market would come back by the 
window’, IVotsky said. As long as farming was not socialized 
organically and securely, and amid an all-round scarcity of 
goods, it was impossil)le to eliminate the play of supply and 
demand and to substitute for it the planned distribution of 
goods. The spontaneous pressures of the market were bound to 
break through in farming first, then in those areas where 
farming and industry overlapped, and finally even within the 
nationalized sector of the economy, where they would often 
upset and distort planning. There was ample evidence of this, 
especially during the early nineteen-thirties, in the chaos of 
official and unofficial prices of consumer goods, in a fantastic 
spread of black markets, in the depreciation of the rouble, and 
in a steep fall of the purchasing power of wages. The planners 
worked ‘without yardstick and scale’, unable to assess genuine 
values and costs and to appraise productivity. ‘Regain yard- 
stick and scale’, was Trotsky’s insistent advice. Instead of 
pretending that they had overcome the pressures of the market, 
the planners would do better to acknowledge their existence, to 
make allowance for them, and to try and bring them under 
control. Even in later years, after the runaway inflation of the 
early nineteen-thirties was overcome, these criticisms retained 
validity; and here, too, much of what Soviet economists said, 
in the first decade after Stalin, about the importance of value 

^ 'The Prophet Unarmed, pp. loo-i. 
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measurement and cost accountancy sounded like an echo of 
Trotsky’s arguments. 

The Stalinist blackout of economic information obscured 
other crucial questions as well. Who was paying for the 
industrialization, which social classes - and how much ? Which 
classes and groups benefited from it and to what extent? 
In the early nineteen-twenties tlie leaders of the Opposition, 
especially Preobrazhensky, had maintained that the peasantry 
would have to contribute heavily to the investment funds of the 
nationalized industry. Stalin hoped to ensure through collect- 
ivization that the peasantry should indeed make this con- 
tribution, by increasing the output and the supply of foodstuffs 
and raw materials. But the peasantry foiled him. ‘Let my soul 
perish with the commissars !’ was the cry of the smallholder as he 
left his holding; and, although he did not m inagc to bring 
down the pillars upon the collectivist state, he refused to yield 
up to it a large part of the sinews of industrialization that he was 
expected to provide. This was what the destruction of farmstock 
and the decline in output amounted to in practice. 

All the heavi(T was the burden the urban working class was 
called upon to carry. The major part of industry’s huge invest- 
ment fund was in effect a deduction from the national wages 
bill. In real terms, a greatly increased working class had to 
subsist on a shrunken mass of consumer goods while it built 
new power stations, st(x*l mills, and engineering plants.^ 
Ten years earlier Trotsky had said that the working class ‘can 

1 The urban population of the U.S.S.R. rose in tlic course of the nineteen- 
thirties from about 30,000,000 to nearly 60,000,000; and the most intensive rise 
occurred in tlie first half of the decade. The gross output of agriculture fell from 
124 in 1928 (1913 — 100) to loi in 1933, and was only log in 1936, while that of 
cattle farming declined from 137 in 1928 to 65 in 1933 and then rose slowly to 96 
in 1936. Throughout the nine teen- thirties the grain crops did not exceed the pre- 
1913 level or were somewhat below it. {Narodnoe Khozyaistvo S.S.S.R., pp. 350-2.) In 
1928, however, the marketable surplus of farm produce amounted to only half the 
pre-revolutionary volume; and only the requisitions of 1929-32 doubled (approxi- 
mately) the grain stocks available foi urban needs. Supi>lies ol sugar, meat, and fat 
fell very sharply in the years of the first plan (ibid. p. 302). The output of 
cotton clothing declined or was stationary between 1928 and 1935 (ibid. p. 274). 
The same is true of footwear, the scarcity of which was aggravated by the dis- 
appearance of home industry. (Ibid. p. 293.) Throughout the decade, marked by 
shortage of labour and materials on which heavy industry had first claim, urban 
overcrowding, which had been bad enough even earlier, was calamitous. New 
building provided not more than an average of four square yards of space per new 
town-dweller. 
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approach socialism only through the greatest sacrifices, by 
straining all its strength, and giving its blood and nerves. . . 
Stalin now exarted those sacrifices in blood and nerves. ‘There 
may b(* jiionients’, Trotsky said in 1923, ‘when the government 
pays you no wages, or when it pays you half your wages and 
when you, th(' worker, have to lend the other half to the state in 
order to (‘liable it to rebuild the nationalized industry.’^ 
Stalin now seized that ‘other half’ of the worker’s wages. But 
wh(*ieas 'fiotsky had (‘xeus(‘d his proposal by the ruin of the 
eeoiioniy after war and civil war and sought to obtain the 
worker's consent to this method of accumulation, Stalin did 
what he did after many years of reconstruction and told the 
worker that his real earnings were doubled and that he was 
entering the promised land of socialism. For a time inflation 
concealed the realities from the workers, on whose enthusiasm, 
endurance, or al least willingness to work the succ’ess of the 
Plan depend(‘d.“ 

At th(‘ outset the Plan was launched in a spirit which if not 
egalitarian was nevertheless one of common service and com- 
mon sacrifice, untarnished by any shocking inequality of 
rewards. This spirit slirrc'd the fervour of the Komsomoltsy 
and IJdarniki who rushed to build the Magnitosiroys and the 
TractorsUoys:^ But as the first elation sagged and as the great 
weariness of' the workc'rs bt'gan to show, the government 
prodded them on with incentive wages, piece rates, Stakha- 
novism, rewards for production records, &c. On a par with the 
bureaucracy and the managers, the labour aristocracy attained 

^ 'I he Prophet Unarmed, p. loy. 

2 III the lesolution of tlie Central Committee of 10 January 1933 {K.P.S.S, v 
Rezolutsyakh, vol. II, p. 723) the ‘average’ rise of the incomes of workers and 
peasants inidei tlie first Five Year Plan is given as 85 per cent. In the same period 
the total sum ol retail sales by state-owned and co-operative stores rose from nearly 
12 billion to over 40 billion roubles. {JVarodnoe Khozyaistvo v S.S.S.R., p. 698.) As 
apart from bread which was rationed at a fixed price, and perhaps of potatoes, 
the mass of goods sold was eithei stationary or rose only to a small extent over these 
years, it lollows that the pun basing power of the rouble, even if measured only in 
controlled pi ices, fell to between one-fourth and one- third of that of 1928. In 
uncontrolled prices the fall was far steeper. Thus, even if the ‘average’ nominal 
wage was doubled, the average real wage was in 1932 only half the 1928 wage. 

It was therefore in a literal sense that, by means of inflation, Stalin took half the 
worker’s wage to finance industrialization. 

^ This enthusiasm was fed by the illusion that the Soviet Union would ‘catch up 
with and sui pass’ western industrial countries in two or three years and so build *aii 
armoured wall around socialism in one country’. B.O., no. 17-18, 1930. 
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a markedly privileged status. Henceforth, while Stalin hurled 
imprecation after imprecation upon ‘petty bourgeois levellers’, 
the anti-egalitarian trend gained immense force. Against it 
Trotsky invoked ‘the tradition of Bolshevism which has been 
one of opposition to labour aristocracy and bureaucratic 
privilege’. He did not preach levelling. ‘It is altogether beyond 
dispute’, he pointed out, ‘that at a low level of productive 
forces and consequently of civilization at large, it is impossible 
to attain equality of rewards.’ He even stated that the egalitar- 
ian wages policy of the early revolutionary years had gone too 
far and impeded economic progress. Yet he held that a socialist 
government was in duly bound to keep im^qualily within the 
limits of what was necessary, to reduce it gradually, and to 
defend the interests of the great unprivileged mass. ‘In the 
conflict between the working woman and the bureaucrat, we, 
the Left Opposition, side with the working woman against the 
bureaucrat . . . who seizes her by the throat. . . .’ In the fact that J 
Stalin acted as the protector of privileg<‘, he saw a ‘threat to all 
the conquests of the revolution’.^ 

Trotsky now also redelined his vi(‘w of proletarian demo- 
cracy. Only when the toilers were free to express their demands 
and criticize those in power, he argued, could they arrest the 
growth of privilege; and from the standpoint of socialism the 
supreme test ‘by which the country's economic condition 
should be judged is the standard of living of the workers and the 
role they play in the state’. If in the years of N.E.P. he held that 
only the strength of proletarian democracy could counter- 
balance the combined forces of the N.E.P.-men, the kulaks, 
and the conservative bureaucrats, he now regarded that 
democracy as the only political setting within which a planned 
economy could attain its full efficiency. It was therefore a vital 
economic, and not merely a political, interest of the U.S.S.R. 
that proletarian democracy be revived. Contrary to a myth of 
vulgar Trotskyism, he did not advocate any ‘direct workers’ 
control over industry’, that is management by factory com- 
mittees or works’ councils. This form of management had failed 
in Russia shortly after the revolution, and Trotsky had ever 
since been a most determined advocate of one-man manage- 
ment and central control, arguing that management by factory 


1 B.O., no. 23 (August 1931) and 110. 27 (March 1932). 
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committees would become possible only if and when the mass 
of producers became well educated and imbued with a strong 
sense of social responsibility. He had also been absolutely 
opposed lo the ‘anarcho-syndicalist’ schemes of the Workers’ 
Opposition for the transfer of industrial management to trade 
unions or ‘producers’ associations’. He did not significantly 
alien* tlicse views when he found himself in Opposition and 
exile, lie conceived proletarian democracy as the workers’ 
right and freedom to criticize and oppose the government and 
there by to shape its policies, but not necessarily as their ‘right’ 
to exercise direct control over production. He saw in central 
planning and central direction the essential condition of any 
socialist ( conomy and of any economy evolving towards social- 
ism. But he pointed out that the process of planning, to be 
efficacious, must proceed not only from above downwards but 
also from below upwards. Production targets must not be 
decreed horn the top of the administrative pyramid, without 
preparatory nation-wide debates, without careful on-the-spot 
assessmi'iit of resources and capacities, without the preliminary 
testing of the state of mind of the workers, and without the 
latter’s genuine understanding of the plan and willingness to 
carry it out. When working-class opinion was not allowed to 
check, correct, and modify schemes presented by a planning 
authority, the severe disproportions which characterized the 
Soviet economy under Stalin were inevitable.^ 

Trotsky turned his criticism against the assumption of 
national self-sufficiency which underlay Stalin’s conduct of 
economic affairs. Socialism in one country remained to him 
a ‘reactionary, national-socialist utopia’, unattainable no 
matter whether it was to be striven for at racing speed or at the 
snail’s pace. With an emphasis which was sometimes exagger- 
ated or misplaced, he pointed out that the Soviet Union could 
not with its own resources and by its own exertions surpass or 
even reach the productivity of the advanced western capitalism, 
the productivity which was the sine qua ?wn of socialism. The 
spread of revolution remained in any case the essential con- 
dition for the achievement of socialism in the U.S.S.R. The 
Stalinist isolationism affected not only the grand strategy of 
revolution and of socialist construction but even immediate 


^ Loc. cit. 
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trade policies: Stalin took no account of the advantages of 
‘international division of labour’, and he virtually ignored the 
importance of foreign trade for Soviet industrialization, especially 
after the Great Slump when the terms of trade turned sharply 
against the Soviet Union. Trotsky then urged Moscow to enhance 
its trading position by political means and appeal to the many 
millions of the unemployed workers of the West to raise a clamour 
for trade with Russia (and for export credits) which would assist 
Russia but would also help to create employment in the capital- 
ist countries. In his own name and on behalf of his tiny organiza- 
tion, I'rotsky published several persuasive manifestoes to this 
effect; but the idea evoked no response from Moscow.^ 

These detailed criticisms culminated in Trotsky’s sustained 
and passionate protest against the moral discredit that Stalin’s 
policy was bringing upon communism. In 1931 Stalin pro- 
claimed that the Soviet Union had already laid the ‘foundeitions 
of socialisin’— even that it had ‘entered the era of socialism’ ; 
and his propagandists liad to back up this claim by contrasting 
a fantastically bright image of Soviet society \vith a crudely 
overdrawn picture of the miseries of life under decaying 
capitalism.- I'jxposing the double distortion, 'JVotsky pointed 
out that to tell the Soviet masses that the hunger and the 
privations, not to speak of the oppression, which they endured 
amounted to socialism was to kill their faith in socialism and to 
turn them into its enemies. In this he saw Stalin’s ‘greatest 
crime’, for it was committed against the deepest hopes of the 
working classes and threatened to compromise the future of the 
revolution and of the communist movement.® 


We have said that Trotsky’s criticism was in all its aspects 
consistent with the tradition of clcissical Marxism and also that 
it anticipated the reforms of the post-Stalin era. The question 

1 ‘Trotsky urges us to make ourselves more dependent on tin: capitalist world*, 
Kaganovich said, to which Trotsky retorted that ‘autarchy is Hitler’s ideal, not 
Marx’s and not Lenin’s*. ‘Sovetskoe Khozyaistvo v Opasnosti’ in /i.O., no. 31, 
November 1932. The value of Soviet exports shrank to one-third and that of 
imports to one-fourth between 1930 and 1935. Part of this fall was due to adverse 
trade terms. 

2 See, for instance, K.P.S.S. v Rezolutsyakh, vol. II, pp. 717-24. Pravda, BoUheviky 
and the entire Soviet Press of the nineteen-thirties arc full of this contrast. 

8 B.O., loc. cit. and passim. 
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may now be asked whether or to what extent it was relevant to ' 
the situation of the nineteen-thirties? Were Trotsky’s proposals 
practirable at the time when he made them? Was a deep 
divoir( b( twe en Marxist tlieory and the practice of the Russian 
Revoliil ion not an inliereiit characteristic of that era? And had 
cii( innsiai.c es not made that divorce inevitable? Only very 
few cjiKstions with which the historian has to deal can tax his 
conficIdKe in his oun judgement as severely as these questions 
do. diotsky himself, in liis less polemical moods, stressed that 
lli(' iiniTK'nse difliculties which beset the Soviet Union were 
rooted in its poverty, backwardness, and isolation. His main 
cliaig(‘ against Stalin's rule was that it aggravated these 
difficulties rather than created them; and it was not easy for 
Trotsky, nor is it for the historian, to draw a line between the 
‘objective’ and the ‘subjective’ factors of the situation, between 
the mis(‘ri( s to which the Russian Revolution was heir and those 
which Stalinist arbitrariness and cruelty produced. Moreover, 
there* ^^as a real ‘unity of opposites’ here, a dialectical interplay 
of the objective and the subjective: bureaucratic arbitrariness 
and cruelty were themselves part and parcel of the Russian 
backwardness and isolation they were the backward responses 
of the inheritors of the revolution to native backwardness. 

It was now the commonly (though in part only tacitly) 
held ^ iew of both Trotsky and Stalin that the Soviet Union 
could achieve rapid industrial ascendancy only through prim- 
itive socialist accumulation, a view historically justified by the 
fact that no underdeveloped nation has, in this century, 
acliie\ed an advance comparable to Russia’s on any other 
basis. Primitive accumulation, however, presupposed that the 
workers and jieasants should bear more than the ‘normal’ 
burthm of' economic development. Some of the basic dis- 
pro])ortions of Stalinist planning were inherent in these con- 
ditions. Investment had in any case to expand much faster 
than consumption. Priority had to be given to heavy over 
light industry. The theorists of the Opposition had argued that 
with industrialization the national income would grow so rapidly 
that popular consumption would rise together with invest- 
ment, even if not at the same rate. Instead, consumption 
shrank disastrously in the crucial years of the early nineteen- 
thirties. Trotsky maintained that this would have been avoided 
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and that the industrial drive would have been carried on 
under less severe strains and stresses if it had been started 
several years earlier and in a more rational manner. The 
argument was plausible; but its truth could not be proved. The 
Stalinist counter argument, held esotcrically rather than stated 
openly, was also plausible: it was that tlu' (Jrcat Change would 
have been just as cataclysmic even if it had been initiated 
earlier and more mildly. The threat of famine had hung over 
urban Russia most of the time* since the revolution (and it had 
recurred periodically before the revolution). Industrialization 
and the rapid growth of the urban population were, in any 
case, bound to aggravate it, as long as agriculture remained as 
fragmented and archaic as it w<is. Having lefused to allow 
capitalist farming to take charg(‘ of the ]>rovisioning of the 
feverishly expanding towns, the Bolsheviks had to opt for 
collc'ctivi/ation. II tiuy had attempted the gradual collectiviza- 
tion for vdiic h Trotsky stood, so the Stalinist argument went on, 
they would have had the worst of both woilds: the great mass 
of th(‘ smallholders would have been antagonized anyhow; and 
progress would have been, as under capitalist farming, too 
slow to secur(‘ the provisioning of the towns during rapid 
industriali/ation. IVotsky believed, on the contrary, that it was 
possible to induce the peasantry to a voluntary and economic- 
ally sound collectivization; and it is a moot ]>oint whether he did 
not underrate the extent to which any form of collectivism 
offended the stubborn ‘irrationality’ of the muzhik’s attach- 
ment to private property. Stalin acted on the Machiavellian 
principle that nothing was as dangerous for a ruler as to 
offend and at the same time to seek to piopitiatc his enemies; 
and to Stalin his subjects became his enemies. He hurled all the 
resources of his power against the smallholders; and a whole 
generation was to labour under the conscquenc(‘s of the 
economic cataclysm. Yet at this price Stalin, from his view- 
point, scored an immense political gain: he broke the backbone 
of the archaic rural individualism which threatened to thwart 
industrialization. Having made this gain, he could not give it 
up; he had to defend it tooth and nail. 

Trotsky did not believe in the solidity of this Machiavellian 
achievement; he denied to the end that Stalin had vanquished 
the peasantry’s individualism. Convinced that the latter was 
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still able to destroy the collective farms or to bend them to its 
own inlerests and needs, he forecast that a new class of kulaks 
would rise witliin the kolkhozy and take command.^ Here 
again U Volsky grasped a real tendency; but he overemphasized 
its slrenglh. The peasantry’s acquisitiveness did indeed reassert 
itse lf in nnniy ways, and Stalin had to struggle against the 
resuree nee of kulaks in the kolkhozy. By a combination of 
eeononiie measures and terror, liowever, he succeeded in 
ke(‘f)ing the recrudescence of private property within narrow 
atjd se verely restricted bounds; and the peasantry’s individual- 
isju was n(‘ver to recover from the mortal blow he inflicted on 
it, although its death rattle was to sound in Russia’s ears for 
a quarter of a century. 

From exile Trotsky repeatedly implored the Stalinist 
Politbureau to withdraw from their savage enterprise, to call 
a halt to the barbarous warfare against rural barbarism, and 
to revert to the more civilized and humane courses of action to 
which their Marxist-Leninist heritage committed them. He 
urged the Politbureau to initiate a great act of reconciliation 
with ihc peasantry, to declare before the whole nation that 
in imposing collectivization they had acted wrongly, and that 
the peasants who wished to leave the collective farms and 
resume private farming were' free to do so. He had no doubt that 
this would result in the dissolution of many or perhaps most 
collective farms; but as, in his view, these were not viable 
amhow, little would be lost; and the kolkhozy that survived 
(il* they wfcvc supplied with machines, credits, and agronomic 
assistance and so enabled to offer their members material 
bemdits Avhich were beyond the smallholder’s reach) could still 
bc'come the pioneei s of a genuine, voluntary collectivist move- 
mc’iU, which would in time transform the whole of agriculture 
and raise its productivity to the level required by a modern and 
e\i)anding economy. I’his, Trotsky proclaimed, was what the 
Opposition would do if it returned to power. ^ 

For the Stalinist Politbureau it was too late to seek such a 
reconciliation with the peasantry. Ever since the autumn of 
1929 all the forces of party and state had been fully engaged in 

1 See, (\g., the chapter on ‘Social Gontradictiojis in the Collective Village’ in 
The Revoluhon Betrayed, pp. 128-35. 

2 B.O., no. 29-30, 1932. 
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the struggle, and an attempt to disengage them for a deep 
retreat could well end in their rout. So many had from 
the outset been the victims of the campaign, so bitter were the 
passions aroused, so much violence had been inflicted on the 
villagers and so fierce was their urge for revenge, so immense 
and bloody was the upheaval, that it was more than doubtful 
whether any rational way out could be found as long as the 
generation that had experienced the shock held the stage. If the 
government liad proclaimed that the peasants were free to leave 
the collective farms, the whole agricultural structure would 
have come down with a crash, and hardly any collectives would 
have survived. It would then have taken time before private 
farming got back into its grooves and began to work in its 
accustomed ways. Meanwhile, production and supply of 
food would have further declined and industrial development 
would have suffered a severe setback. Nor was it likely tliat a 
mass exodus from the collective farms could proceed peacefully. 
The peasants would have felt entitled to get tlu'ir own back on 
government and party, llie reconciliation would have required 
that the expropriated and the deported be amnestied and 
indemnified; and one may well imagine the mood in which 
trainloads of deportees returning from concentration camps 
would have been received in tlieir native villages. De-collectivi- 
zation might have let loose violenec as furious as that which had 
accompanied collectivization. Perhaps a new government with 
a clean record, a government formed by the Opposition, 
could have sought to appease the country without bringing it 
to the brink of counter-revolution — this was what Trotsky 
believed. For Stalin’s government any such attempt would have 
been suicide. Any sign of weakness on its part would have set 
ablaze the hatreds smouldering in millions of huts. There was 
nothing left for Stalin but to remain locked in the struggle, even 
though, as he confessed to Churchill years later, this was more 
frightful than even the ordeals of the Second World War.^ 

^ ‘It was now past midnight . . writes Churchill. “Tell me,” 1 asked, “have 
the stresses of this war been as bad to you personally as carrying through the i)olicy 
of the (Collective Farms?” ITis subject immediately roused the Marshal. “Oli, no,” 
he said, “the Collective Farm policy was a tenible struggle.” . . . “Ten millions 
[of peasants]”, he said, holding up his hands. “It was fearful. Four years it lasted. 
It was absolutely Jiecessary for Russia. . . .” Winston S, Churchill, The Second 
World War, vol. IV, p. 447. 
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VVc have seen that the condition of rural Russia prevented 
any rational change in industrial policy as well; that a new 
and huge industrial structure, many times larger than that of 
])re-r(‘V()]uti()nary Russia, had to be mounted on an agricultural 
base* r than that of the ancien regme\ and that for many 

y(Mis l]]e subsistence of an cver-grow ing mass of town dwellers 

thfii nuin])ers, we know, were to rise from 30 to 60 million 
jKojdc in th(' nineteen-thirties alone was to depend on a 
diniinislucl or highly inadequate stock of foodstuHs. It was 
b(‘> 011(1 the ])owcr of any government to correct this dis- 
])io])()rtion: of any go\'ernment, that is, not prepared to call a 
halt to the industrial drive or to slow it down radically and 
accept the prospect of economic stagnation. If Trotsky and his 
followeis had, at any time after 1929-30, returned to office, 
they too would have had to reckon with the consequences of the 
catastrojihic destruction and deterioration of agricultural stock; 
and committed as they were to industrialization they too would 
have had to suit their policies to these severely restrictive 
circumstances. 

Years earlier Preobrazhensky had asserted that primitive 
socialist accumulation, which he expected to take place under 
far less astringent conditions, would be ‘the most critical era in 
the life of the socialist state ... it will be a matter of life and 
death that we should rush through this transition as quickly as 
possible . . How much more was this a matter of life and 
death for Stalin, who had cut all his avenues of retreat. He 
rushed through this transition at a murderous pace, paying no 
heed to warnings and counsels of moderation. Preobrazhensky 
had urged the Bolsheviks to ‘take the productionist and not the 
cousumptionist point of view . . because ‘wc do not live 
yet in a socialist society with its production for the consumer 
— we live under the iron heel of the law of primitive socialist 
accumulation’. How much heavier, how crushingly heavy, that 
iron heel had now become! How much sterner also was the 
‘productionist’ viewpoint that, after all that had happened and 
with all his commitments, Stalin had to adopt! Preobrazhensky 
had foreseen that a relative shortage of consumer goods would 
in any case accompany accumulation and result in economic 

^ Tli(* ( oiiclusioiis of Preobrazhensky’s JV^ew Economics arc summarised in The 
Prnf)het Tnarmed, pp. 234-8. 
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ihequaiity between administrators and workers, and between 
skilled, unskilled, and semi-skilled labourers; and that this 
inequality would be necessary in order to promote skill and 
efficiency; but that it would not produce new and fundamental 
class antagonisms. Actually, inequality grew in proportion to 
scarcity; and both surpassed all expectation. 

Stalin employed every ideological device to increase, con- 
ceal, and justify tlic gulf between the privileges of the few 
and the destitution of the many. But ideological prevarication 
was not enough; and teiror held its dreadful vigil over the gulf. 
Its fierceness corresponded to the tenseness of all social relations. 
Outwardly (he violence of the nine teen- thirties looked like the 
recrudescenl terror of the civil war. In fact it far surpassed it 
and immensely differed from it in scal(‘ and blind force. In 
the civil war it was the hot breath of a genuine revolutionary 
anger that struck at the forces of tlic ancien regime which plotted, 
organized, armed, and fought against the new republic. The 
agents of tlie Cheka were freshly recruited from insurgent 
workers, were steeped in the experience of tlu ir class, shared its 
privations and sacrifices, and relied on its support. I’heir terror 
was as discriminating as it could be amid the cliaos of civil 
war: it aimed at the real and active enemies of the revolution, 
who, even if they were not ‘a mere handfuf, were in any case 
a minority. And in the stern atmosphere of war communism, 
it also guarded the utopian Spartan equality of those years. 

The terror of the nineteen- thirties was the guardian of 
inequality. By its very nature it was anti-popular; and being 
potentially or actually directed against the majority, it was 
indiscriminate. Yet even this does not fully account for its 
all-pervasiveness and fury. Mass executions, mass purges, and 
mass deportations were not needed merely to safeguard differ- 
ential wage scales or even the privileges of the bureaucracy — 
far greater inequalities and privileges arc normally safeguarded 
by far milder means. The great burst of violence came with 
collectivization; it was primarily the need to perpetuate the 
Great Change in the countryside that perpetuated the terror. 
Only the presence in the villages of punitive brigades and 
Political Departments could prevent the peasants from revert- 
ing to private farming. Brute force kept in being the kolkhoz 
which lacked intrinsic economic coherence. The need to bring 
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that force to bear on the great majority of the nation — the 
peasantry still formed 6o to 70 per cent, of the population —and 
to bring it to bear at every season of the year, during the 
ploijgJiing, tljc' sowing, the harvesting, and finally when the 
fanners \vei(“ due to dc‘liver their produce to the state — all this 
resulted iu a constant injc'ction of such huge doses of fear into so 
vast a j)ai t of the social organism that the whole body was 
in(\ itab]\ jKrisoncTl. Once the machine of terror, far more 
inassivc than anything hitherto seen, was mounted and set in 
inotiuir, it developed its own incalculable momentum.' Urban 
Russia could not insulate herself fr om the convulsions in which 
rural Russia was caught: the despair and the hatred of the 
])(‘asantry overflowed into the cities and towms, catching large 
sections of the working class; and so also overflowed the violence 
let loose to meet tin* despair and the hatred. 


For all th(‘ir irTational course, the changes of 1929-30 
added iij) to social revolution, quite as irreversible as that of 
October' 1917, although utterly unlike it. What manifested 
itself irr this upheaval was the ‘permanence’ of the revolutionary 
proce ss that Trotsky had prophesied only that the manifesta- 
tion was so different from wdial he had expected that he could 
not and did not recognize it as such. He still thought, as all 
Bolsheviks had done until quite recently, that revolution was 
necessary only for the overthrow of feudal and bourgeois rule 
and the expropriation of landed estates and big capital; but 
tliat after this had been accomplished, the ‘transition from 
( apitalisin to socialism’ should proceed in an essentially peace- 
ful and evolutionary manner. In his approach to clomestic 
Soviet issues the author of ‘Permanent Revolution’ was in a 
sense a reformist. True, earlier than anyone he had realized 
that the Soviet Republic would be unable to resolve its inner 
conflicts and problems within the framework of national reform ; 
and so he looked forward to international revolution to solve 
them ultimately. His revolutionary approach to the inter- 
national class struggle and his reformist approach to domestic 
Soviet issues were the two sides of a single coin. By contrast, 
Stalin had, up to 1929, been confident that national reform 
alone could cope with the conflicts of Soviet society. Having 
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found that this was not so, he too had to go beyond the frame-' 
work of national reform; and he staged another national 
revolution. What he discarded was the reformist not the 
nationalist element of his policy. His pragmatic indifference to 
international revolutionary perspectives and the quasi-revolu- 
tionary character of his domestic policy were also two sides of a 
single coin. 

In its own ironic way the historic development now con- 
firmed the essential truth of the idea which underlay Trotsky’s 
scheme, but controverted, at least in part, that scheme. ‘Left to 
itself alone, the working class of Russia’, Trotsky had written 
early in the century, ‘will inevitably be crushed by the counter- 
revolution at the moment when the peasantry turns its back 
upon the proletariat.’ That moment seemed very close, first 
in 1921 and then again in the late ninetecn-twenlies, when the 
peasantry did turn its back upon the Bolsheviks. ‘The workers 
will liave no choice’, Trotsky had further written, ‘but to 
link the fate ... of the Russian Revolution Avith that of the 
socialist revolution in Europe.’ Since 1917 he kept on repeating 
that Russia could not by herself achieve socialism, but that 
nevertheless the momentum of her revolution was not yet 
spent: 1917 had been but the prelude to international revolu- 
tion. It now turned out that the dynamic force of the Russian 
Revolution had indeed not yet come to a rest, although its 
impulse had failed to ignite revolution in Europe. But having 
failed to work outwards and to expand and being compressed 
within the Soviet Union, that dynamic force turned inwards 
and began once again to reshape violently the structure of 
Soviet society. Forcible industrialization and collectivization 
were now substitutes for the spread of revolution, and the 
liquidation of the Russian kulaks was tln^ Ersatz for the over- 
throw of bourgeois rule abroad. To Trotsky, his idea was 
inseparable from his scheme: only a German, French, or at least 
a Chinese October would provide the real sequel to the Russian 
October; the consummation of the revolutionary process in 
Russia could come only with its internationalization. Historic- 
ally this was still true; but immediately Stalin acted as the 
unwitting agent of permanent revolution within the Soviet 
Union. Trotsky refused to acknowledge this and to accept the 
Ersatz for the real thing. 
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His view had in it the rationality of classical Marxism. Stalin’s 
Great Change was shot through with irrationality. The classical 
revolution conceived by Marxism was carried on the high tide of 
social aw are ness and of the political activity of the masses; it 
was llic sui)r( ni(‘ manifestation of their will to live and remake 
their ]i\es. J’he upheaval of 1929-30 came at the lowest ebb of 
the natioifs social awareness and political energy— it was a 
re\olulion fiom above, based on the suppression of all spon- 
laueoijs ]X)piilar activity. Its driving force was not any social 
(lass, but the i)arty machine. To 'J’rotsky wdiose thought had 
inibibed and (“inbodied all the rich and varied European 
tradition of classical revolutions, this upheaval w^as therefore 
no revolution at all it was merely the rape of history com- 
mitted by the Stalinist bureaucracy. Yet, howawer ‘illegitimate’ 
from the ( lassical Marxist viewpoint, Stalin’s revolution from 
above clh'cted a lasting and as to scale unprecedented change 
in property relations, and ultimately in the nation’s way of 
lifc.^ 


In the course of our narrative wc have repeatedly considered 
the peculiarity of Russian history which consisted in the state’s 
extraordinary powder over the nation. The old Tsarist absolu- 
tism had drawn its strength from the primitive, undifferen- 
tiat(‘d, and formless fabric of Russian society. ‘Whereas in the 
West’, Miliukov observed, ‘the Estates had created the State, 
in Russia the State had brought into being the Estates.’ Even 
Russian capitalism, Trotsky added, came into being ‘as the 
child of the stat('’. The immaturity of Russia’s social classes 
had induced the leaders of the intelligentsia and tiny groups of 
rcvcdutioiiarics to substitute themselves for the people and to act 
as its proxies.- After a relatively brief but immense upsurge of 
Russia’s ]X)pular energies during the first two decades of this 
century, the exhaustion of these energies in the civil war and the 
post-revolutionai y disintegration of society produced a similar 
efl'ect. In 192 1-2, with the working class unable to uphold 
its own class interest, l^enin and his Old Guard assumed the 
roles of its trustees. The logic of this ‘substitutism’ led them to 

^ See Chapter VIII in Dcutschcr, Stalin. 

2 The Prophet Armed, pp. 189-90, and passim. 



ON the princes" isles '113 

establish the political monopoly of the Bolshevik Party, which 
then gave place to the much narrower monopoly of the Stalin- 
ist faction. In order to grasp the further course of events and 
the struggle between Stalin and Trotsky, we should now briefly 
re-examine the condition of the various classes of Soviet society 
a decade after the civil war. 

The shrinkage and dispersal of the working class character- 
istic of the early nineteen-twenties were now .a matter of the 
past. Under N.E.P., as industry recovered, a new working class 
grew up almost as numerous as the old. Alter only a few years, 
by 1932, industrial employment had risen further from 10 to 
22 million; and in the course of the decade so many new 
recruits were drafttel to the factories and mines that by about 
1940 the working class was nearly three times larger than ever 
before.^ Yet, despite this immense growth, the weight of the 
working class did not make itself felt politically. I’he workers’ 
direct influence on political life was immeasurably less than 
it had be(‘n in the last years of Tsardom, not to speak of 1917; 
they were quite unable to assert themselves against the bureau- ^ 
cracy. It w^as not that in a workers’ state they had no need to 
do so none other tlian Lenin insisted, in 1 920-1, that the 
workers needed to defend themselves against their own state; 
and if they needed to do so in 1921 they needed to do so 
a fortiori in 1931. Yet they remained passive and mute. 

What accounted for this phenomenon of a prolonged eclipse 
of social awareness and paralysis of political will ? It could not 
be terror alone, not even totalitarian terror, for this is effective 
or ineffective in proportion to the resistance which it meets or 
fails to meet. There must have been something in the working 
class itself that was responsible for its passivity. What was it? 

The millions of new workers came to industry mostly from 
the primordially primitive countryside, at lirst ‘spontaneously’, 
driven by rural over-population, and then in the course of that 
planned transfer of manpower from farm to factory, which the 
government effected using the collective farms as convenient 
recruiting centres. The recruits brought with them (into the 
towns and factory settlements) the illiteracy, the listlcssness, and 
the fatalistic spirit of rural Russia. Uprooted and bewildered by 

1 Narodnoc Khozyahlvo S.S.S.R., pp. 656-7. The ligurcs include both workers and 
employees. 
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unfamiliar surroundings, they were at once caught up in the 
tremendous mechanism which was to process them into beings 
very difTercnl from what they had been, to break them into the 
rhythm and discipline of industrial life, to train them in 
mecJianical skills, and to drum into them the party’s latest 
cojmnandinents, prohibitions, and slogans. Crowded into huge 
comj)ounds and barracks, clothed in rags, undernourished, 
bullied in the workshops, and often kept under quasi-military 
discipline, diey wf‘re unable to resist the pressures that bore 
doAMi on them. Basically, thedr experience was not very difTerent 
from that of generations of uprootc^d peasants thrown into the 
iudusti ial medting-pots of early capitalism. But whereas under 
Jaissczfaiie it was the spontaneous action of the labour market, 
th(‘ fc'ar of unemployment and hunger, that slowly transformed 
and disciplinc'd the peasant into an industrial worker, in 
Stalinist Russia it was the slate that took care of this and 
compressed the \vhole process of transformation into a much 
shorter time. 

So violent was the wrcmch the industrial recruit suffered, 
so intensive was the drilling to which he was subjected, so for- 
saken by God and men did he feel, and so overwhelmed by the 
hugeness of the forces that shaped his lili', that he had neither 
the mind nor the strength to form any opinion or utter any 
prolest. Sporadically, his resentment l()und outlet in a drunken 
braAvl, in the* ste^d thy wrecking of a machine, or in the attempt to 
cscaf)e from one factory to another. He tried to fend for himself 
and improve his own lot without reference to the situation of 
his class. His atavistic individualism as much as the prohibition 
of strike's prevented him from associating in self-defence with 
his Ic'lloAv-workcrs and acting in solidarity with them. Stalin, 
who was stamping out that individualism on its native ground, 
in the village, encouraged it and played upon it in the industrial 
workshops, where Stakhanovism and ‘socialist competition’ 
excited to the utmost the workers’ acquisitiveness and prodded 
them to compete against one another at the bench. 

Thus, while the peasantry w^as being collectivized, the work- 
ing class was reduced to such a state that little was left of its 
traditionally collectivist outlook. ‘While our peasantry is being 
“proletarianized”, our working class is becoming completely 
infected with the peasantry’s spirit’, observed sadly a deported 
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sociologist of the Opposition.^ This is not to say that class 
solidarity and Marxist militancy were completely wiped out. 
These were still alive in the survivors of the ‘October genera- 
tion’ and in quite a few younger people brought up in the 
nineteen-twenties— as anyone was aware who around 1930 
watched the self-sacrificing enthusiasm with which the early 
udarniki set out to build, often on their own bones almost, new 
steel mills and power plants amid the bare rocks of the Urals 
or farther to the East. Stalinist propaganda, self-contradictory 
as it was, continued to inculcate much of the Marxist tradition 
even while distorting or mutilating it. The workers imbued with 
that tradition resented the intrusion of peasant individualism 
into the factories and the scramble for wages and bonuses. 
But such workers were in a minority and wctc swamped by 
the millions of proletarianized muzhiks. Moreover, state and 
party continually drained the intellectual and political resources 
of the working class by picking out from its inidsl the most 
class-conscious, educated, and energetic individuals in order to 
fill with them newly created managerial and administrative posts 
or to draft them into the special brigades whose task it was to 
collectivize the peasants. Deprived of its elite, the working class 
was all the more strongly torn by centrifugal Ibrces and split. It 
was, of course, also deeply divided over collectivization. The 
drive in the country at fiist aroused high hope among the 
proletarians w ith a strong urban background, who had all along 
distrusted the rural bourgeoisie. But the labourers who had 
come from the villages were outraged, filled the towns with 
tales about the horrors perpetrated in the country, and aroused 
much sympathy. The sociologist whom we liavc just quoted 
observes that in the years of the first Five Year Plan towms were 
full of people whom he d(‘scribes as ^ans culolies d rebours. 
Ever since the French Revolution, he explains, the sans culolte, 
the man without property, had been the enemy of property; 
but in the Soviet Union, at this time, he was the fiercest 
defender of property. His presence and mood were felt even in 
the oldest strongholds of Bolshevism, which was not surprising 
when, for instance, in the Donetz Coal Basin no fewer than 

1 Ya. Gref in the essay on Goller livi/ation aiul Overpopulation {B.O., no. ii, 
1930). This is a most original, llioiigh somewhat dogmatic, analysis of Soviet 
society during the upheaval. 
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40 per cent, of the miners were, in 1930, expropriated kulaks 
and olhrr pe asants. In the older layers of proletarian com- 
muniti('s tlu' moods ranged from a sullen enmity towards 
autliority to llie feeding that party and stale did, after all, 
express tiie aspiialions of tli(‘ working class and that opposition 
to tli('in W AS inadmissible. But there could be no doubt that the 
mass of ilie sans culottes a rehours and the numerous Lumpen- 
pi()l( l.nians, (lis])lae(‘d peasants who could not fit in with any 
induslrMl ( nvinmmenl and who filled the siiburlis and out- 
skirts with drunkenness and crime, formed potentially a large 
n‘S(‘j vc‘ of ( annon-fodder for any ‘Thermidoriaii', counter- 
revolutionary, or ev('n fascist movement. 

In its fragmeiitatif)!!, confusion, and lack of political identity, 
the new w 01 king class partly resembled the proletariat of the 
early capitalist era, wdiom Marx had described as a ‘class in 
itst‘lf’ but not ''for itsc'lf'. A class in itself performs its economic 
function in socic'ty, but is unconscious of its place in society, 
unable to conc(‘ive its owm corporate and ‘historic'’ interest and 
to subordinate to it the sectional or ])rivate strivings of its 
members. Marxists had tacitly assumed that once the w^orking 
class a( Incved the social sc'lf-integration and political awareness 
that made of it a ‘class for itself’ it would maintain itself 
indeliiiitc'ly in that position and would not sink back into 
immaturity. Instead, the woiking class of Russia, having 
overthrown tlie Tsar, the landlords, and the capitalists, 
relapsed into the inferior condition of a class unconscious of its 
interest and inarticulate. 


The state of the peasantry was, of course, even worse. The 
blows that fell on it utterly disorganized and deranged it. Yet 
before 1929 the peasantry appeared to have achieved a degree 
of inner cohesion w hich it had hardly ever attained in the past. 
In its mass, it seemed, and to some extent was, united in the 
hostility with which it confronted Bolshevik collectivism. Its 
antagonism to party and state overshadowed its inner divisions, 
that is the conflicts betw een w^ell-to-do and poor farmers. The 
kulak was at the head ol the village community; and farm 
labourers and hyedniaks^ who had for years watched Bolshevik 
efforts to come to terms with him, refrained from challenging 
his position and willy-nilly accepted his leadership. And so the 
collectivizers, when they first appeared on the scene, found it 
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hard to breach the villagers’ solidarity. So inflated had been the 
kulak’s self-confidence and so strongly had the poorer peasants 
been impressed by it that they did not believe the commissars 
who threatened the kulak with annihilation to be in earnest. 
Many thought that it was still safer to side with the kulak and 
defend the old mode of farming than to follow the call of the 
commissars. But, as it became clear that the government was in 
no mood to r(;treat and that the kulak was indeed doomed, the 
unity of the village crumbled; the long-subdued but now stoked- 
up hostility of the poor towards the well-to-do came back into 
its own. The great mass was torn between conflicting interests, 
calculations, and sentiments. As the government attacked not 
only rural capitalism but private farming at large, and as 
even the poorest farmers were asked to give up their small- 
holdings, the peasants still tended to remain united in clinging 
to their possessions. The instinct for property was often as 
strong in the poorest as it was in the wealthiest peasant; and , 
this instinct and the common sense of hiiniaiiity were shocked 
and revolted by the arbitrariness and the inhumanity of the 
collectivization. Yet these sentiments were disturbed and 
weakened by the cold reflection of the poor peasants that they 
might, after all, benefit from the dispossession of the well-to-do 
and the pooling of the farmsteads ; and then, when it was no 
longer in doubt who was winning the day, many rushed to the 
victors’ band waggon. 

The idea of collective farming had, of course, not been alien 
to rural Russia. The belief that the land was the common good 
of those who tilled it, not intended by the Creator to enrich some 
and impoverish others, had once been deeply held; and the 
Mir or Obshchina, the primordial rural commune within which 
the land had been periodically redistributed among members, 
had survived until shortly before the revolution— it was not till 
1907 that Stolypin’s government enabled the ‘strong farmer’ 
to leave the Mir and so to withdraw his possessions from the 
redistribution and escape its levelling effect. True, since 1917 
the peasant’s attachment to his own, enlarged, plot of land had 
grown immensely. Nevertheless, the party agitators were still 
able to present the kolkhoz as the legitimate successor to the 
Mir and to commend it to the villagers, not as a subversive 
innovation but rather as the revival, in modified form, of a 
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native inslilulion, which though corroded by capitalist greed 
and rapacity was still hallowed in memory. Thus the impulses 
and influence's that determined the peasantry’s behaviour 
were intricate and contradictory, with the result that fear 
and I'aiili, lionor and hope, despair and reassurance wrestled 
in tlie jiuizliik’s thouglits, leaving liim unnerved, resentful 
yet unresist ing, and nourishing his grievance's in sluggish 
submission. 

While the ])e'asants we're being rapidly reduced to this state, 
the y still te)e)k a fierce'h' insane plunge into dissipation. In the 
first months of'colle rtivizalion they slaughtered ewer i 5 ,e)oe),ooo 
ce)ws and e)\en, ne'arly 4e),e)oo,ooo goats and shec'p, 7 ,e)oo,ooo 
pigs, and .^,000,000 liorses; the slaughte'r went on until the 
nation’s cattle ste^ck was brought down te) less than hall wliat it 
had be'cn. This gre'at shamble's of me'at Avas the main dish at 
the fe ast with which the smallholder eadebrateel his own fune'ral. 
The kukik be gan the carnage and incited others to fe)lle)w suit. 
Seeing that he hael le)st all, that he, the nation's provider, was 
to be robbed ed'his property, he' set out to rob the nation c^f its 
food sujijily; and rather than allow the eollectivizers to drive 
away his cattle to communal assembly stations, he filled his own 
larele'rs ^vith the' carcasse's so as to let his enemies starve. The 
eollectivizers were at first taken aback by this form of ‘class 
warfare’ anel watched with helpless amazement as the ‘middle’ 
peasants and even the poor joined in the butchery, until the 
whe)le of rural Russia was turned into an abbatoir. 

So began the strange carnival over which despair presided 
and for which fury filled the fledipots. An epidemic of orgiastic 
gluttony spread from village to village, from volost to volost^ 
and from gubernia to gubernia. Men, women, and children gorged 
themselves, vomited, and went back to the fle'shpots. Never 
before had so much vodka been brewed in the country — 
almost every hut became a distillery — and the drinking was, in 
the old Slav fashion, hard and deep. As they guzzled and 
gulped, the kulaks illuminated the villages with bonfires they 
made of tlicir own barns and stables. People suffocated with 
the stench of rotting meat, with the vapours of vodka, with the 
smoke of their blazing possessions, and with their owm despair. 
Such was often the scene upon which a brigade of eollectivizers 
descended to interrupt the grim carouse with the rattle of 



" ON THE princes’ ISLES 




machine-guns; they executed on the spot or dragged away the 
crapulous enemies of collectivization and announced that 
henceforth all remaining villagers would, as exemplary mem- 
bers of the kolkhoz, strive only for the triumph of socialism in 
agriculture. But after the kulaks and tlu' podkulachniki^ their 
helpmeets, had been disposed of, the slaiigliter of cattle and the 
feasting went on — there was no way of stopping it. Animals 
were killed because no fodder was left oi- because they had 
beeome dis(‘ased from negh'ct; and even the bcdiiyaks who, 
having joined tlie kolkliozes, had every interest in preserving 
their wc altli, went on dissipating it and stufiing their own long- 
starvc'd stomachs. Then follow(Tl the long and dreadful fast: 
the farms were left ^vithout horses and wilhout seed for the 
sowing; the kolkhoziiiki of the Ukraine and of European Russia 
rushed to central Asia to buy horses, and, having returned 
empty-handed, harnessed the few remaining cows and oxen to 
the ploughs; and in 1931 and 1932 vast tracts of land remained 
imtilled and the furrows vveie strewn with th(‘ bodies of starved 
muzhiks. The smallholder perished as he had lived, in pathetic 
helph'ssness and barbarism; and his final def(‘at was moral as 
well as economic and political. 

But the collectivizcrs too were morally ch'featcd; and, as wc 
have said, the new^ system of agriculture w as to labour under 
this defeat in years to come. Normally, a revolution does not 
depend for the success of its constructive* task on the soeud class 
it has overthrown, be it the landlords or the bourgeoisie; it 
can rely on the classes that have rallied to its side, d'hc paradox 
of th(‘ rural revolution of 1929- 30 was that the realization of its 
positive programme depended precisely on the vanquished: 
collective* farming could not flourish when the smallholdcr- 
turned-kolkhoziiik was in no mood to make it work.^ 

The lack of moral and political cohesion among the workers 
and the peasants made for the apparent omnipotence e)f the 
state. If after the civil war bureaucratic rule was established 
against the background of economic clisintegi ation and the 
dispersal of the working class,- that rule now gained virtually 
unlimited power from the opposite processes, from economic 
growth and expansion, which were to give new structure and 
shape to society, but immediately made society even more 

^ Va. Cjrcf. op. cit. - See The Prophet Unarmed^ (lliapter I. 
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shapeless and increased its mental atrophy. In years to come all ^ 
the energies of tlie Soviet Union were to be so intensely occupied 
with matfrial progress and the prodigious efforts which this 
requin'd tiiat little or no resources were left for the assertion 
of anv moral and jxditical purposes. And, as the power of the 
state was all the greater when it was exercised over a nation 
j)()litieall\ reduced to pulp, tliose in power did all they could to 
keep th(‘ nation in just that condition. 

\'(| ev(‘n th(‘ bureaucracy was not truly united by any 
coninion inteax st or outlook. All the divisions which split the 
other classes were reflected in its midst. The old estrangement 
betw(‘en the communist and the non-communist civil servants 
was still there; it was sharply revealed in the frequent monster 
trials of ‘specialists’ denounced as saboteurs and ‘wreckers’. 
Throughout the \ ears of N.E.P. most of these ‘specialists’ and 
their friends had hopefully waited for the moment when the 
dynamic force of the revolution would come to rest and Russia 
would on('(‘ again become a ‘normal’ state. They had indeed 
prayed foi’ that Nco-N.E.P. and that Thennidor the spectres of 
which haunted the Trotskyists and the Zinovievists; they had 
first bi'uiked on Stalin and Bukharin against Trotsky; and then 
they longed to sc(' Bukharin, or any other ‘authentic Therniid- 
orian’, pr(‘vail against Stalin. These hopes were now frustrated; 
and those who liad held them, often unable or unwilling to 
adjust themselves to the new situation, were in disarray. 
In the Bolshevik section of the burcaueracy Bukharinists and 
Stalinists were at loggerheads. 'Phe former, strongly entrenched 
during the years of N.E.P., were tracked down and ejected 
from the administration. New men from the working class and 
from the young intelligentsia filled their places and the many 
other vacancies which were opening all the time. I’hc bureau- 
cracy’s composition was therefore highly unstable, and its 
outlook heterogeneous. Even the one bond that might have been 
expected to unite it, the bond of privilege, was extremely 
tenuous when not only individuals but entire groups of the 
bureaucracy could be, and frequently were, stripped of all 
privileges almost overnight, turned into pariahs, and driven 
into concentration camps. And even the strictly Stalinist 
elements, the men of the party machine and the leaders of the 
nationalized industry, who formed the ruling groups proper, 
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were by no means exempt from the insecurity in which all 
the hierarchies trembled under Stalin’s autocracy. 

Thus the feverish economic expansion, the general unsettle- 
ment which accompanied it, the eclipse of social awareness in 
the masses, and the emaciation of their political will formed the 
background to the development by which the rule of the single 
faction now became the rule of a single leader. The sheer 
multiplicity of the condicls between the classes and within each 
class, conflicts which society itself was unabk' to resolve, called 
for constant arbitrament, which could come only from the very 
pinnacle of power. The greater the unsettlement, the flux, and 
the chaos down below the more stable and fixed that pinnacle 
had to be. The more enfeebled and devoid of will all social forces 
were, the stronger and more wilful grew the arbitrator; and the 
more powerful he became the more impotent were they bound 
to remain. He had to concentrate in himself all the vigour of 
decision and action which they lacked. He had to focus in 
himself the whole dispersed r7an of the nation, "ko the extent to 
which the bulk of the people sunk below the level of higher 
human aspiration he must appear supcThuman. His infallible 
mind had to dominate their absent-mindedness. His sleepless 
vigilance had to protect them against all the dangers of which 
they were unaware and against wdueh they were unable to 
protect themselves. Everyone had to be blind in order that he, 
the only seer, might lead. He must be proclaimed the sole 
trustee of the revolution and of socialism; and his colleagues 
who had hitherto exercised that trusteeship jointly wdth him 
had to renounce all claim to it, and yet had to be crushed as 
well. To put his pre-eminence beyond any challenge the 
multitudes had to acclaim him ceaselessly; and he himself had 
to guard his pre-emincncc with the utmost care and sec to it 
that the popular adulation should rise in endless crescendo. 
Like History’s Elect in Hegel, he embodied a great phase in the 
nation’s, and indeed in mankind’s, life. But for the obsessive 
megalomania, which his position bred in him, even this was not 
enough : the Superman’s elbows burst the frame of his time : in 
him must live and merge past, present, and future: the past 
with the ghosts of the early Empire-building Tsars incon- 
gruously jostling the shades of Marx and Lenin; the present 
with its tremendous eruptive and creative force; and the future 
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glowing with the fulfilment of mankind’s most sublime dreams. 
The secret of this grolesquc apotheosis, however, lay less in 
Stalin than in the society he ruled: as that society forfeited its 
own ])o]ilical identity and the sense of its own tremendous 
inoveiJienl, tliat identity and the whole movement of history 
beranie personalized in the Leader. 

d'iie proc ess by which Stalinist government became Stalin’s 
oovernnuait ^vas I'ar Ic'ss distinct and consecutive than the 
evolution that had led to it, the transformation of the rule of the 
bolshevik parly into the rule of the Stalinist faction. From the 
outset lh(‘ faction’s political monopoly had to some extent been 
Stalin’s own, because his supporters had always been far more 
rigidly disciplined than those of his rivals. He had always been 
in sole command of his followers in a way neither Trotsky nor 
Bukharin nor Zinoviev had ever been of theirs. Nevertheless, 
having crushed all his opponents, Stalin still had to complete a 
full ascendancy over his own follow^ers. It now turned out that 
the rule of a single faction no less than that of a single party was 
a contradiction in terms. Just as in the single party, as long as 
mcmbc'rs could express themsedves freely, the various groups 
and sc hools of thought formed a shadowy multi-party system 
incom])atible with it, so the single faction tended to reproduce 
within itself patchy reflections of the factions and schools of 
thought wdiich it had just suppressed. Stalin had to ferret out the 
crypto-Trotskyists and crypto-Bukharinists among his own 
folIowcTs. He had to deny all these followers the restricted 
liberties still left to them. It was now their turn to discover that, 
having deprived all their opponents of freedom, they had 
robbed themselves of it as w-ell, and that they had placed them- 
selves at the mercy of their owm Leader. Having once pro- 
claimed that the party must be monolithic or it would not be 
Bolshevik, he now insisted that his owm faction must be mono- 
lithic or it wwild not be Stalinist. Stalinism ceased to be a 
current of opinion or the expression of any political group— 
it became Stalin's personal interest, will, and whim. 

The personalization of all political relations affected Trotsky’s 
position as w^ll. As Stalin w^as becoming the sole official and 
orthodox embodiment of the revolution, Trotsky was becoming 
its sole unofficial and unorthodox representative. This had not 
been quite the case up to 1929. The Trotskyist Opposition was 
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in no sense his personal domain, even though he was its out- 
standing leader. Its directing centre consisted of strong- 
minded and independent men: Rakovsky, Radek, Preobraz- 
hensky, Smirnov, Pyatakov, and others, none of whom could 
be described as Trotsky’s creature; and the rank and file 
struggling for freedom within the party preserved it within the 
narrower confines of their own faction. In the Joint Opposition, 
Zinoviev and Kamenev, though conscious of U’rotsky’s superior- 
ity, were extremely jealous of their own authority and treated 
with him on a footing of equality. Not only did he not impose 
his dictates but often, as we have seen, he was hamstrung in his 
action against Stalin by the concessions he made to his ad- 
herents or temporary allies. Until 1929 also Bukharin’s school 
of thought represented an alternative to both Stalinism and 
Trotskyism, an alternative which appealed to many in and out 
of the party. Thus, despite the growing concentration of power in 
Stalin’s hands and the incr(‘asing conformism, Bolshevik hopes 
and expectations did not as yet focus on any single leader and 
policy, but attached themselves to various personalities, teams 
of leaders, and various attitudes and sliades of attitudes. 

The events of 1929 30 changed all this. The Bukharinist 
school ol' thought was wrecked even ))efore it managed to come 
out openly against Stalin. It could not go on arguing against 
the accomplished facts of the Great Change: it could not resist 
the industrial drive or bank on the strong farmer any longer. 
The alpha and omega of Bukharinism had been its approach to 
the peasantry; and this had become ])ointless. Prom the 
moment the smallholder vanished the Right Opposition had no 
ground to stand on. Therein lay the essential difference between 
the defeat of Trotsky and Zinoviev and that of Bukharin and 
Rykov: to vanquish the former, Stalin had to steal their political 
weapons, while the latter had themselves to throw away their 
own weapons as antiquated. This Avas why Bukharin, Rykov, 
and Tomsky, when, in November 1929, they were expelled 
from the Politbureau, left with a barely audible whimper, 
whereas even Zinoviev and Kamenev had in their time left 
with a battle cry. 

The capitulation of the Zinovievists and the quietus of 
Bukharinism left Stalinism and Trotskyism as the sole con- 
tenders for Bolshevik allegiance. But now, by a strangely 
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parallel though antithetical development, these two factions 
too were disintegrating, each in its own way, the Trotskyists 
through endless defections and the Stalinists through doubt and 
confusion in their own midst. And just as Stalinism, in victory, 
was being reduced to Stalin’s autocracy, so Trotskyism, in 
de feat, w as beroining identified with Trotsky alone. To be sure, 
even after all tlje surrenders there were still unrepentant 
()])pc)siti()nisls in the prisons and places of deportation; and in 
the early nineteen- thirties, while Rakovsky guided them, their 
ranks were at times reinforced by new adherents and by the 
return of capitulators disillusioned with surrender. Yet, 
despite such accessions. Trotskyism could not regain the 
coherence and confidence which it still had even in 1928. At 
best it was only a loose* congeries of splinter groups conscious of 
their isolation, despairing of the prospects, yet persisting in their 
alU'gianc (' lo Trotsky, to what he stood for or was supposed to 
stand fot. They still argued among themselves and produced 
controv(‘rsial theses and papers; but these circulated only 
within prison walls. Even before the terror mounted to the 
climax of' the great purges, the Trotskyists were unable to use 
the prisons and phiccs of exile as bases lor political action in the 
way revolutionaries had used them in Tsarist times: their ideas 
did not rcxich the working class and the intelligentsia. With the 
years their contact with Trotsky became more and more 
tenuous until in 1932 even their correspondence ceased alto- 
gether. They no longer knew exactly what he stood for; and he 
could no longer ascertain whether or not his views accorded 
with theirs. He had no choice but to substitute himself for 
the Opposition at large; and they had no choice but to acknow- 
ledge him, expressly or tacitly, as their sole trustee and by 
definition the sole trustee of the revolution. His voice alone was 
now the voice of the Opposition; and the immense silence of 
the whole* of anti-Stalinist Russia was his sounding board. 

Thus, against Stalin, the sole trustee of Bolshevism in office, 
Trotsky stood alone as the proxy of Bolshevism in opposition. 
His name, like Stalin’s, became something of a myth; but 
whereas Stalin’s ^vas the myth of power sponsored by power, his 
was the legend of resistance and martyrdom cherished by the 
martyred. The young people who in the nine teen- thirties faced 
executioners with the cry T.ong Live Trotsky!’ often had no 
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more than a mere inkling of his ideas. They identified, them- 
selves with a symbol rather than a programme, the symbol of 
their own anger with all the misery and oppression that sur- 
rounded them, of their own Jiarking back to the great promise 
of October and of their own, rather vague, hope for a ‘ren- 
ascence’ of the revolution. 

Not only Trotsky’s avowed supporters and most of the 
capitulators viewed him thus. The sense that he represented the 
sole alternative to Stalinism persisted even among party 
members who silently carried out Stalin’s orders, and outside the 
party, among politically minded workers and the intelligentsia. 
Whenever people feared or felt that Stalin was driving them to 
the brink of catastrophe and whenever even their meekness 
was shocked by some excess of his brutality, their thoughts went 
out, if only flectingly, to Trotsky, of whom they knew^ that he 
had not laid dowm arms and that in Ibreign lands he continued 
his lonely struggle against the corruption of the revolution. 

Stalin was apprehensively aw'are of this; and he treated 
Trotsky as in older times an established monarch treated a 
dangerous Pretender, or as under th(‘ Double and Triple 
Schisms the Pope* treated the Anti-Pope. It was for the role of 
an Anti-Pope that the ironies of history now cast Trotsky, 
the legatee of classical Marxism, who was utterly ill-suited for 
such a role and was neither able nor willing to act it. Through- 
out a decade crowded with the most momentous and explosive 
events, the transformation of Soviet society, the great slump in 
the West, the rise of Nazism, and the rumblings of approaching 
war- throughout the nineteen-thirties the duel between 
Stalin and Trotsky remained at the centre of Soviet politics, 
often overshadowing all the other issues. Not for a moment did 
Stalin himself slacken, or allow his propagandists and police- 
men to relax, in the anti-Trotskyist campaign which he carried 
into every sphere of thought and activity, and which he stepped 
up from year to year and from month to month. The fear of the 
Pretender robbed him of his sleep. He was constantly on the 
look-out for the Pretender’s agents, who might be crossing the 
frontiers stealthily, smuggling the Pretender’s messages, 
inciting, intriguing, and rallying for action. The suspicion 
that haunted Stalin’s mind sought to read the hidden thoughts 
that the most subservient of his own subjects might have about 
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Trotsky; and he discovered in the most innocuous of their 
utterances, even in the flatteries of his courtiers, deliberate and 
sly allusions to the legitimacy of Trotsky’s claims. The bigger 
Stalin hiniseli'looked and talked and the more abjectly Trotsky’s 
old aclheieiits lolled before him in the dust, the more delirious 
was his obsession with Trotsky, and the more restlessly did he 
woi k to make the whole of the Soviet Union share his obsession. 
Tht“ lieii/y with which he pursued the feud, making it the 
j)ajamoimt preoccupation of international communism as well 
as of the Soviet Union and subordinating to it all political, 
tiictical, intellectual, and other interests, beggars description: 
there is in the whole of history hardly another case in which 
such immense resources of power and propaganda w^ere em- 
ployed against a single individual. 

Morbid though the obsession w^as, it had a basis in reality. 
Stalin had not conquered power once and for all; he had to 
reconquei it ovei and over again. His success should not obscure 
the fad that at least up to the end of the Great Purges his 
supieinacy remained unconsolidated. The higher he rose the 
great('r was the void around him and the larger w^as the mass of 
those who had reason to fear and hate hitn and whom he feared 
and hated, lie saw that the old divisions among his opponents, 
the differences betw^een Right and Left Bolsheviks, were 
becoming bluned and ol:)literated; and so he was frightened of 
those ‘Riglit-1 .eft conspiracies’ and ‘Trotskyist-Bukharinist 
blocs’ which his police had to unearth or to invent again and 
again, and the makings of which were indeed inherent in the 
situation. Finally, his ascendancy over his owai faction turned 
even authentic old Stalinists into potential allies of the Trotsky- 
ists, the Zinovievists, and the Bukharinists. Elevated above the 
whole Bolshevik party, he saw, not without reason, the whole 
party as one potential coalition against himself; and he had to 
use eveiy ounce of his strength and cunning to prevent the 
potential from becoming actual. He knew^ that if that coalition 
ever came* into being, Trotsky would be its unrivalled leader. 
Having brought the chiefs of all the oppositions to prostrate 
themselves before him, he himself worked unwittingly to exalt 
Trotsky’s unique moral authority. He then had to do all he 
could, and far more than he could, to destroy it. He resorted to 
ever more drastic means and to ever more absurd slanders; but 
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his efforts were self-defeating. The more loudly he denounced 
his adversary as the chief or sole prompter of every heresy and 
opposition, the more strongly did he turn all the mute anti- 
Stalinist feelings, with which Bolshevik Russia was overflowing, 
towards the outcast’s remote yet towering figure. 



CHAPTER II 


Reason and Unreason 


T jikougjioi't the jiinetceii-lJiirties Trotsky’s mind battled 
willi llie tide of irrationality surging up in world politics. 
\Vl sonic of Ills Russian followers feared that, although his 
( rititisnis of Stalin’s policy were justified and even irrefutable, 
h(‘ sonn how' failed to make allowance for the irrational element 
in the situation of the Soviet Union.^ It w^as he himself who had 
inaintaiiK'd a few years earlier, in a controversy with Bertrand 
Russell, that it was impossible 'to map out the revolutionary 
road beforehand in a rationalistic manner’ and that ‘revolution 
is an expiession of the impossibility of reconstructing class 
society by rationalist methods’.- It now' turned out that it was 
impossible to reconstruct society by such methods even after the 
revolution, under a system which had giv(‘n up the advantages 
of ca])italism but could not yet avail its(‘lf of the advantages of 
socialism. Most, if not all, of the factors that made for the 
irrationality of class society basic conflicts of interests, the 
fetishism of commodity and money, tlu' inad(‘C]uacy or absence 
ol' social control over productive forces — all these were still 
intensely at w^ork in the Soviet Union. The Bolshevik aspiration 
to industrialize and educate Russia, to build up a planned 
economy, and to achieve control over social chaos becaim^ itself 
infected with the irrationality of the environment to which it 
was confined. I’his situation, though it could be explained 
theoretically and even predicted, gave rise to such monstrous 
absurdities that the analytical and dialectical mind was at 
times balTled in its attempts to disentangle reason from un- 
reason. 

In the West these were the years of the Great Slump; and 
history’s record of folly and crime was suddenly enlarged by the 
rise and triumph of Nazism. In one way or another the Nazi 
triumph from now on overshadows the life of our chief charac- 
ter. Without running too far ahead of the narrative, it may be 
^ B.O., no. II, 11)30. - The Prophet Unarmed^ p. 222. 
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said here that Trotsky’s attempt to arouse the working class of 
Germany to the danger that threatened it was his greatest 
political deed in exile. Like no one else, and much earlier than 
anyone, he grasped the destructive delirium with which 
National Socialism was to burst upon the world. His comment- 
aries on the German situation, written between 1930 and 1933, 
the years before Hitler’s assumption of power, stand out as a 
cool, clinical analysis and forecast of this stupendous pheno- 
menon of social psychopathology and of its consequences to the 
intc'rnational labour movement, to the Soviet Union, and to the 
world. What underlines even further the political insanity of 
the times is with what utter unconcern about tlie future and 
venomous hostility tin* men responsible for the fate of German 
communism and socialism reacted to the alarm which Trotsky 
sounded, from his Prinkipo retreat, in these decisive three years. 
An historical narrative can hardly convey the full blast of 
slander and derision with which he was met. He represented in 
effect the self-preservation of the labour movement against the 
movement itself, w^hich was as if bent on self-destruction. He 
had to watch tin* capitulation of the 'Third Jjiterriational before 
Hitler as a father watches the suicide ol’a ])rocligal and absent- 
minch'd child, wdtli fear, shame, and anger he could not forget 
that he had b(‘eri a founding father of tlie International. 

And tlu'i e was a fierce flash of fate’s extravagant cruelty in 
the inroad w Inch th(‘ insanity of the time made even in Trotsky’s 
own family circle. 


Only a few months had passed since the beginning of the 
world-wdde economic crisis, the Wall Street panic of October 
1929, and the whole edifice of the Weimar Republic was 
shattered. The Great Slump had struck Germany with devastat- 
ing force and throwui six million workers out of employment. 
In March 1930 Hermann Miiller, the Social Democratic 
Chancellor, was forced to resign: the Socialist-Catholic coali- 
tion on which his government rest(‘d had collapsed. The coali- 
tion partners could not agree* whether or by how much the 
government should cut the dole it paid out to the unemployed. 
Field-Marshal Hindenburg, the relic and symbol of the 
Hohenzollcrn Empire, now the Republic’s President, dissolved 
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Parliament and appointed Heimich Briining Reichskanzler. 
Br lining ruled by decree, enforced a rigidly ‘deflationary’ 
policy, cut expenditure on social insurance, dismissed govern- 
ment emplovecs en masse ^ reduced wages and salaries, and 
crushed small businessinen with taxes, thus aggravating the 
distress and tlm despair of all. In elections held on 14 September 
1930, Hitler’s i)ajiy, which had polled only 800,000 votes in 
1928, won six and a half million votes; from the smallest party 
in the' Re ie hstag it be'came the se'cemd largest. The Communist 
j)arty, too, inerease'd its vote from about three million to over 
lour and a hall'. Ihe Social Democrats, who had lor years 
ruled the Weimar Re'])ublic, lost ; and so did the Dcutschnazion- 
ale and the other parties of the traditional right wing. The 
election revealed the instability and the acute crisis of parlia- 
mentary democracy. 

I'hc leadci's of the Weimai Republic refused to read the 
omens. Conservatives vicw'cd the cmergeiiee of the Nazi move- 
ment with mixed feelings: disconcerted by their own losses and 
by the violence of Nazism, they wxre nevertheless reassured 
by the rise of a great party whieh declared implacable w^ar on all 
working-class organizations; and they hoped to find in Nazism 
an ally against the left and possibly a junior partner in govern- 
ment. The Social Democrats, frightened by Hitler’s threats — 
he strutted the* country proclaiming that ‘the heads of Marxists 
and Jews would soon roll in the sand’ — decided to ‘tolerate’ 
Briining’s government as ‘the lesser of the two evils’. The 
Communist party exulted in its gains and made light 8f 
the huge increase in the vote for Hitler. On the day after the 
election, the Rote Fah?ie, then the most important communist 
paper in Ihirope, wrote: ‘Yesterday was H(Tr Hitler’s “great 
day”, but the so-called electoral victory of the Nazis is only 
the beginning of their end.’ ‘The 14th of September [Rote Fahne 
repeated a few weeks laterj was the high watermark of the 
National Socialist movement in Germany — what follows now 
can be only ebb and tlecline.' 

Several months later, after the towns and cities of Germany 
had had their first taste of the terror of Hitler’s Stormtroops, 
Ernest Thaelmaim, the leader of the Communist party, 
told the Executive of the Comintern in Moscow: ‘After 14 
September, following the sensational success of the National 
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Socialists, their adherents all over Germany expected great 
things from them. We, however, did not allow ourselves to be 
misled by the mood of panic which showed itself ... in the 
working class, at any rate, among the followers of the Social 
Democratic party. Wc stated soberly and seriously that 14 
September was in a sense Hitler’s best day after which there 
would hr no belter but only w orse days.’ Th(‘ Executive of the 
Comintern endorsed this view, congratulated d’haclmann, and 
conhvnied its Third Period policy which committed the 
Communist ])arty to rcjc'cl tin* idc'a of any Socialist-Communist 
coalition against Nazism and obliged it to ‘concentrate lire on 
the Social-Fascists’.^ 

We know’ that Tiotsky had subjected this policy to severe 
criticism as early as 1929. In March 1930, six months before the 
crucial cdections, he rc^^eaUxl this criticism in an ‘Open Letter’ 
to the Sovic't Communist ])arly, w-hc re he spoke* again of the 
growing force of fascism all c'ver Euro])e, but especially in 
Germany, and insisted on the nevd for joint Socialist-Com- 
munist action. 2 No sooner had the results of the September 
elections become* known than he commented on them in a 
special pamphlet wiiich he te)e)k caie to publish in several 
European language*s. ‘The liist quality e)l\i truly nwedutionary 
party is the ability to liice* re-alities’, he* wrote, dismissing the 
CominteTii’s self-congratulations anel pe)inting out that the 
ce)mmunist gain of over a million votes was almost insignificant 
compared with the Nazi gain of nearly six million. The ‘radical- 
ization of the masses’, of which the Comintern boastexl, had 
benelitcd counter-rewolutiem rather than revolution. What 
accounted for the ‘gigantic’ upsurge of Nazism w^as ‘a profound 
social crisis’, wdiich had upset the mental balance of the lower 
middle classes, and the inability of* the Communist party to 
cope with the problems ])osed by that crisis. If communism 
expressed the revolutionary hopes of' the worker, Nazism voiced 
the counter-revolutionary despair of the petit bourgeois. When the 

^ 7 'hc session of the Comintern’s Kxe( iitive took place in April 1931. Manuilsky 
was the rapporteur on the intiTiiational situation He exfjounded the 7 ’hircl Period 
policy with an uninhibited zeal which tnily served to underline its absurdity. See 
Kommumsthche Internationale^ 17-18, 1931. 

B.O., no. 10, April 1930. See also his devastating attack on “The 7'hird Period 
of the (Comintern’s BlLindcrs”, jmbhshed in Vhit<\ Prrmanente Rcroluhon, Militant. 
and othei dVotskyist papers 111 January and February 1930. 
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party of socialist revolution is in the ascendant it carries with it 
not only tin* woi king class but also large sections of th(', lower 
middle' class. In Clcrmany, however, the opposite was happen- 
ing: llu- paity of eountcT-rcvohitionary despair had captured 
the lowe r jniddle class and important layers of the working 
class as \\ ell. Ck)inintern analysts consoled themselves with the 
ide a that .Nazism was merely a remote aftermath of the crisis of 
and ol subsequent social tensions. Trotsky argued that 
fai' li’om rc'jjrc'senting a bedated reaction to any crisis of the 
p:ist, Nazism mobilizc'd forces for a crisis that lay ahead; and 
that ‘the fact that fascism has been able to occupy so strong a 
starting position on the eve of a revolutionary period, and not at 
its end, is a source of weakness to communism, not to fascism’. 
He concluded that ‘despite the parliamentary success of the 
Communist party, proletarian revolution ... has suffered a 
serious dc'feat ... a defeat which may bc'comc decisive’.^' 

In this brochure Trotsky had already outlined an analysis 
of National Socialism, which he was to develop presently in a 
series of books and articles. Thirty years later some of his ideas 
may seem truisms; they were all heresies ^vhen he put them for- 
ward. In the main, his view of Nazism has retained freshness 
and originality; it still remains the only coherent and realistic 
analysis of National Socialism (or of fascism at large) that 
can be found in Marxist literature. It will therefore not be out 
of place to summarize his view, which he himself developed 
mostly in controversial form, in the context of a debate over 
communist tactics. 2 

'fhe crux of Trotsky’s conception lies in his description of 
National Socialism as ‘the parly of counter-revolutionary 
despair’. He saw^ National Socialism as the movement and 
ideology of the wildgewordene Kleinbiirger, the small bourgeois 
run amok. This set it apart from all other reactionary and 
counter-revolutionary parties. The forces of conventional 
reaction w orked usually from above, from the top of the social 
pyramid, to defend established authority. Fascism and National 
Socialism wTre counter-revolutions from below, plebeian 

1 L. Trotsky, isVn/r, vol. Ill, pp. 25 46. The Archives. 

“ His most important works on this subject arc: J\emetskqya Revolutsia i Stalinskqya 
Burokratiya (published under the title Was Nun? in German, and What Next? in 
Tnt^lish) and Edwstvennyi Put' {Der einzi^e Wei^)^ essays and arlicles in B.O. and 
other Trotskyist papers. Rents, vol. HI. 
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movements rising from the depths of society. They expressed the 
urge of the lower middle class to assert itself against the rest of 
society. Usually subdued, that urge becomes aggressive in a 
national catastrophe with which established authority and the 
traditional parties arc unable to cope. During the ‘prosperity’ of 
the nineteen-twenties Hitler's party liad been on the lunatic 
fringe of German politics. The slump of 1929 brought it to the 
fore, riic great mass of shopkeepers and white collar employees 
had liithtTto followed the traditional bourgeois parties and had 
seen themselves as upholders of parliamentary democracy. 
I'hey now deserted those parties and followed Hitler, because 
sudden economic ruin filled them wi(h insecurity and fear, and 
aroused their craving for self-assertion. 

'I’he Kleinhiirocr noniially resented his social position: he 
looked u]> with (‘iivy and hatred to big business, to which he so 
often helplessly succumbc“cl in competition; and he looked down 
upon the workers, jealous of their capacity for political and 
trade union organization and for collc^ctive self-defence. Marx 
once described what, in June 1848, had driven the Yr^ncli petite 
bourgeoisie to turn furiously against the insurgent workers of 
Paris: the sliopkeejjcrs, he said, saw access to their shops blocked 
by the workers’ barricades in the streets; and they went out and 
smashed the barricades. The German shopkeepers of the early 
ninettan-tliirtics had no such reason for running amok — no 
barricades blocked access to their shops. But they were ruined 
economically; they had cause to blame the Weimar Republic 
at the head of which they had for years seen the Social Demo- 
crats; and they were frightened of the threat of communism, 
which even if, or because, it did not materialize, kept society in 
permanent ferment and agitation. In the Kleinburgef s eyes big 
business, Jewish finance, parliamentary democracy, social- 
democratic governments, communism and Marxism at large, 
all merged into the image of a many-headed monster which 
strangled him— all were partners in a sinister conspiracy 
responsible for his ruin. At big business the small man shook 
his fists as if he were a socialist; against the worker he shrilled 
his bourgeois respectability, his horror of class struggle, his 
rabid nationalist pride, and his detestation of Marxist inter- 
nationalism. This political neurosis of impoverished millions 
gave National Socialism its force and impetus. Hitler was the 
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small man writ large, the small man with all these neurotic 
obsessions, prejudices, and fury. ‘Not every Kleinburger run 
amok can Ix come a Hitler’, said Trotsky, ‘but there is some- 
thing f)f Hitler in ('very Kleinburger run amok.’ 

Yet tin' lower middle class was normally ‘human dust’. It 
had none' of tin* woikers’ capacity for self-organization, for it 
was inlu rently amorphous and atomized; and, despite bluster 
and threats, it was ecnvardly wlierever it met with genuine 
r('sistanc(‘. d he whole record ofKuropcan class struggles and the 
Russian Re volution proved tliis. The small bourgeoisie could 
no longer play any indepe'ndeiil ]:)art ultimately it had to 
l()llow either the up])er bourge'oisie or tlie working class. Its 
rebellion against big l)usincss was impe^tent the small artisan 
and shopkeepeT could not jnevail against monopolistic capital- 
ist oligarchie's. National Socialism in e^llicc could not theirforc 
keejj ail)' ol its 'socialistic’ iiromises. It would reveal itself as an 
essentialh conservative force; it would sec'k te) jieTpetuate 
capitalism; it would crush tlie working class, and hasteni the 
ruin of the same lowxr middle class which had bremght it to 
powTi’. hut in the meantime the lower middle class and its 
Lumpcnjnoletarian fringe were in feverish motion and their 
imagination was inllamed w'ith the dream of the social and 
political supremacy wdiich llithT was to bring them. 

d’his ‘human dust’, IVotsky argiucl, is Littractc'd by the 
magnet of powder. It follows in any struggle; that side which 
shows the greater deteimination to win, the greater audacity, 
and the ability to cope with a catastrophe like; the (xreat Slump. 
That was why in Russia, Bolshevism, having assumed the 
leadership of the* working class in 1917, carried also, at decisive 
moments, the gre'at hesitant and clispense'd mass of the peasantry 
and even part eif the small urban bourgeoisie. Similarly, the 
German working class w'(3uld still attract to itself the multitudes 
of the low er middle classes if these felt its strength and deter- 
mination to win; that is, if socialist and communist policies did 
not lack direction and purpose. The inflated ambitions of the 
Kleinburger and the sti i'iigth of Nazism sprang from the weak- 
ness of the woiking class. 'I'he Social-Democratic leaders 
sought to ingratiate themselves wnth the middle classes, loW'Cr 
and upper, first by acting, under the Weimar Republic as 
business managers of the bourgeois state, then by submitting 
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meekly to the Briining regime, and throughout by defending 
the social and political status quo. Yet it was precisely against the 
Weimar Republic and its Briining sequel and against the status 
quo that the lower middle classes were in revolt. Social-Demo- 
cratic policy therefore contributed decisively to the dangerous 
estrangement betwecui the organized working class and the 
small bourgeoisie, the estrangement on which Nazism thrived. 
"Bhe Social-Di'inocrats went on preaching moderation and 
prudence when moderation and piudeiice were bankrupt; 
and th(‘y continued to defend the status quo wlu'ii this had 
becom(‘ so unbearable that the masses jireferred almost any- 
thing else, ev(‘n the abyss into which Hitler was plunging them. 

In their ostricli-like bcdiaviour tin* Social Democrats were 
true to character. All the greater, Trotsky pointed out, was 
the res]3onsibility of the* Communist party. Yet its leaders were 
unaware of the magnitude and the nature of the peril. With 
sham ultra-radicalism they refused to make any distinction 
between fascism and bourg(‘ois democracy. They maintained 
that as monopolistic capit«dism was bi'ut on rend(‘ring bourgeois 
democracy fascist, all parties standing on the ground of capital- 
ism were bound to undergo this process. All cats then were 
equally brown: Hitler was a fascist; but so wane the leaders of 
the traditional bourgeois parties, right and centre; so in 
particular was Briining, who already ruled by decree; and so 
even w ere the Social Democrats, who (ornu'd the ‘left wing of 
fascism’. 'This was no men' abuse of polemical inve ctive, for 
underlying it was a wuong political orientation and a false 
strategy. Again and again communist propagandists pro- 
claimed that ‘Germany Avas already living under fascist rule’, 
and that ‘Hitler could not make matters worse than they were 
under Bruning, the Starvation Chancellor’.' But, Trotsky 
countered, in proclaiming that fascism had already won the 
day they were in fact declaring the battle lost before it had even 

1 Throughout tlic year 1931 (and in ihc iirsL luiH ol 193^) these ]nofound 
diagnoses and piognt)sli( aLioiis ligured almost daily in th(i Rotr Fnhne; and they 
were authoritatively supported by the IrUernationale Presse Korrespotidcnz «iud the 
Kommunuiische Internationale (see also XI Plenum IK A I, and Kommunistiche\kii Inter- 
natsional, 1932, nos. 27-30). Not only Alolotov, Manuilsky, Pyatnilsky, and other 
Russian leaders, but such spokesmen o( European eommunism as Togliatti (Er( oli), 
Thorez, Clachin, Lenski, Kuu.sinen, and otheis dutifully leassured themselves and 
their followers that the only road to salvatioji was the one along wlin h Thaelniann 
was guiding tlu^ German party. 
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begun; at any rate, in telling the masses that Hitlerivould not 
be worse than Bruiiing they were morally disarming them 
before Hiiii r. Yet it was folly for a working-class party to deny 
or blur the distinction between fascism and bourgeois denio- 
cra(7. 'J'rue enough, both were ‘only’ different forms and 
nn'thods of capitalist rule; but, circumstances being what 
they were, the differences of form and mctliod was of the utmost 
ini])()i tanec'. Jn a ])arliam(mtary democracy the bourgeoisie 
maintained its domination by means of a broad social com- 
])roinisc a\ ith the working class, a compromise which necessit- 
ated constant bargaining and presupposed the existence of 
autonomous proletarian organizations, political parties, and 
trade unions. From the standpoint of the revolutionary Marxist, 
these organizations formed ‘islands of proletarian democracy 
within bourgeois democracy’, strongholds and ramparts from 
which the AvorkcTS could fight against l)ourgeois rule at large. 
Fascism meant an end to the social compromise and the 
bargaining betweem the classes; it had no use for the channels 
through which that bargaining had been done; and it could not 
tolerate' the* existence of any autonomous working-class organ- 
ization. Drawing a lesson from the evolution of Italian fascism 
and, no doubt, reasoning also from the experience of the 
Bolslu'vik single party system, Trotsky in advance forcefully 
described Hitler’s totalitarian monopoly of powT'r, under which 
there would be no room for labour parties and independent 
trade unions. For this reason alone Marxists and Leninists 
were bound in duty to defend bourgeois democracy, or rather 
the ‘islands of proletarian democracy within it’, against fascist 
attack. In saying that the Social Democrats formed ‘the left 
wing of fascism’ and that they W'Ould sooner or later ‘make a deal 
with the Nazis’, Stalinist propaganda overlooked the objective 
impossibility of such a dcal.^ (It should be added that the 
Social Democratic leaders also entertained this illusion; in 
1933 did indeed make a suicidal effort to reach an 

accommodation with Hitler.^) Trotsky had no doubt that 

^ Trotsky What Next? Preface and Chapters I-II, Jicrits, vol. Ill, pp. 109-13. 

- Otto Weis, the leader of llic Social Democrats in the Reichstag, used one of his 
last opportunities to speak from the parliamentary rostrum in order to proclaim his 
party’s readiness to support Hitler’s government in the field of foreign policy. At 
this price he hoped to save his party from destruction by the Nazis; but Hitler did 
not accept the offer. 
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Hitler would destroy every vestige of the labour movement, 
reformist as well as communist. His prognostication followed 
from the view that National Socialism could not but aim at the 
complete atomization of German society. 

It was thus w^i'ong to treat the Briining regime as fascist, 
even though it marked the virtual end of the broad compromise 
between capital and labour on which the Weimar Republic 
had been based. Briining was unable to crush the labour 
movement (and unable also to hold his ground against National 
Socialism). Apart from the shaky support of the Catholic 
Centre Party and apart from Social Democratic ‘toleration’, he 
could rely only on the normal resources of the bureaucratic 
establishment. With these alone he could not suppress the 
organized working class; and so the ])olitical struemre still 
remained Avliat it had been under tlie Weimar Republic. Only 
the dynamic force of National Socialism could pulverize it. 
The breakdown of the ( ompromisc between the classes had set 
the stage for a civil war in which Nazism and the labour 
moveanent as a whole would be tin* ri'al antagonists. The 
Briining regime was ‘like a ball on the top of a pyramid’; 
it rested on a fleeting ec|uilibrium between the two hostile 
camps. Meanwhile, the Nazis recruited millions, whipped up 
hysteria, and mounted an immense striking force; while 
socialists and communists alike only marked time and virtually 
sabotaged the mobilization of their own strength. 

A few quotations will convey something of the urgency, and 
even exasperation with which 'IVotsky argued: 

The Bruning reginu' is a transitional short-lived prelude to 
catastrophe. . . . The wiseacres who claim that they sec no difl'erencc 
between Bruning and Hitler arc in fact saying : it makes no difl'crcncc 
whether our organizations exist or wlicther they arc alnad) des- 
troyed. Beneath this ]rscudo-radical verbiage liidcs the most sordid 
passivity. , . . Every thinking worker . . . must l)e aware of this and 
see through the empty and rotten talk about . . . Bruning and Hitler 
being one and the same thing. You aie blundering! wc reply. You 
arc blundering disgracefully because you are afraid of the difliculties 
that lie ahead, because you are terrified by the great problems that 
confront you. You give in before the lighting has bc'gun, you pro- 
claim that wc have already suffered defeat. You are lying! 'Phe 
working class is split . . . weakened . . . but it is not yet annihilated. 
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Its forces arc not yet exhausted. Bruning’s is a transitional regime. 
It marks tlic transition to what? Either to the victory of fascism or to 
the victory of the working class . . . the two camps arc only preparing 
for the derisive Iraltlc. If you identify Briining with Hitler, you 
identify tlie situation before the battle with conditions after defeat; 
you acknowledge defeat Ircforehand ; you appeal in effect for sur- 
render ^Mtliout a battle. The overwhelming majority of workers, 
of communists in particular, do not want this. The Stalinist bure^iu- 
eiac) does not want it either. But one must take into account not 
tfu n good int('ntions with which Hitler will pave the road to his 
hell. . . . We must expose to the errd the passive, timidly hesitant, 
defeatist, and declamatory character of the policy of Stalin, Manuil- 
sky, Thac lmann, and Remmelc. We must show the revolutionary 
worker s that the Communist party still holds the key to the sitiration 
but that the Stalinist bureaucracy is attempting to lock with this 
kc'y the gales to revolutionary action.^ 

Th(‘ Social Democratic leaders promised to launch a 'major 
offensive’ if and when Hitler tried to seize power; in the mean- 
time they demanded calm and restraint from the workers. The 
Stalinists bragged that if Hiller seized penver the workers would 
swei‘p him away. A leading communist parliamentarian, 
Remmele, said in the Reichstag: ‘Let Hitler take office -Tie 
will soon go bankrupt, and then it wall be our day.’ To this 
Trotsky replied : 

Tli(' major offensive must be launched before Briining is replaced 
by JTitler, befoie the workers' organizations are crushed. ... It is 
an infamy to promise that the woikers wall sweep awaiy Hitler once 
he has seized powder. This prepares the way for Hitler’s domina- 
tion. . . . Should the German w'oiking class . . . permit fascism to 
seize* powe r, should it evince so fatal a blindness and passivity, then 
there are no reasons whatsoever to suppose that after the fascists 
have seized powTr the same working class will at once shake off its 
lethargy and make a clean sweep. Nothing like this has happened in 
Italy [after Mussolini’s rise]. Remmele reasons altogether in the 
manner of those French petty bourgeois phrase-mongers who [in 
1850-1 1 w’ere convinced that if Louis Bonaparte w^ere to place himself 
above the Republic the people would rise. . . . The people, however, 
who permitted the adventurer to seize power proved, sure enough, 
incapable of sweeping him away thereafter . . . historic earthquakes 
and a war had to occur before he was overthrowm. [In exactly the 
same w ay was to end this kind of ‘struggle’ against Hitler, compared 
1 Trotsky, What Next? pp. 38-39; llcnts, vol. Ill, ])p. 129-30. 
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with whom Mussolini and Napoleon III would look like some ‘mild, 
almost humanitarian small town apothecaries’.] ‘Wc are the victors 
of to-morrow’, Remmelc brags in the Reichstag. ‘We arc not afraid 
of Hitler assuming power.’ This means that the victory of to-morrow 
will be Hitler’s not Remmcle’s. And then you may as well carve it on 
your nose : the victory of the communists will not come so soon. ‘We 
are not afraid’ of Hiller’s assuming power — what is this if not the 
formula of cowardice turned inside out? ‘We’ do not consider our- 
selves capable of preventing Hitlei from assuming power; worse yet: 
Wc, bureaucrats, have so degenerated that we dare not think 
seriously of fighting Hitler. Therefore ‘we are not afraid’. What is it 
that you arc not afraid of: fighting against Hitler ? Oh, no . . . they 
are not afraid of Hitler’s victory. They are not afraid of refusing to 
fight. They are not afraid ul' confessing their own cowardice, 
siiarne ! ^ 

Warning while there w'as still time, IVolsky expected the 
socialists and coinmunists to rally, 'riicdr situation was far 
from hopeless; but it w^as deteriorating rapidly; and he called 
for nothing less than preparation and re adiness for civil war. 
To lh(' Soc ial Dtanocratic preachers of moder ation and to the 
Stalinists who defied Hitler to seize power, his call sounded like 
irresponsible' and malignant provocation or, at best, the raving 
of a Qiiixole. Events were to prove all too grimly on which side 
were the irresponsibility, the malice, or the quixotry. They were 
to demonstrate that, of all eourses of action open to the German 
left, civil war that might have presented Hiller’s assumption of 
power was in fact the least risky, indeed the only one that 
might have spared Germany and the world the terrors of the 
Third Reich and the cataclysms of world war. Ejarly in his 
campaign Trotsky was convinced that a united left could still 
rout the Nazis almost without a fight, as the Bolsheviks and 
Mensheviks had routed Kornilov in August 1917, an example 
he frequently evoked. He argued that a demonstration of 
socialist-communist strength might still dissolve Hitler’s 
following, that ‘human dust’ which had assumed the power of 
an avalanche only because it moved in a political vacuum 
and met with no coherent resistance. What favoured the left 
to some extent was also the fact that the traditional right wing 
had not yet made common cause with Hitler, even though some 


^ Trotsky, What Next ' ])p. bo-0:i; vol. Ill, pp. i4;r-5- 
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potentates of German industry and banking were already 
backing liim. In careful surveys of all the strategic and tactical 
circunisianres, 'Frotsky analysed the ambiguous attitudes of the 
capitalist oligarchies, the Junkers, the army, the Stahlhelm, 
and lli(* ]X)Iice, who were all torn between their desire to use 
Nazism ajjd their fear of it, between their hope to crush labour 
with Hiller’s hands and their apprehension that he might 
phmge (ieimany into a bloody civil w^ar the outcome of which 
(oidd not he foreseen. Hindenburg, the industrial magnates, 
and the otiicers’ corps were still in a quandary — hence the 
quarrels and rows between them and the Nazis. Vigorous Social- 
ist-Communist action was needed to make the quandary even 
mon^ dillicult, to heighten in the eyes of all the conservative 
leaders the risks of their support to Hitler, to deepen their 
vacillations and divisions, and to neutralize at least some of 
them. Disorientation and inaction on the left, by reducing the 
risks, Avon Id only drive the big bourg('oisie, the army, and 
Hindemburg into Nazi arms. 

A imit(‘d front’ between socialists and communists could 
thus still transform the whole political scame. The same mortal 
menace now hung over both parties, even if neither was aware 
of it. 'Fhis alone should have been enough for them to join 
forces. The very thought w^as, of course, repugnant to the Social 
Democratic chiefs. Anti-communism had been the mainspring 
cT their policy ever since 1918, and had caused them to cling 
to the ‘lesser evil’ of Hindeiiburg-cum-Briming rather than ally 
thc'inselves with communism against Hitler. Again and again 
Trotsky showed how by clinging to the ‘lesser evil’ they were 
merely opeming the gales to the greater evil of Nazism. But 
this was for him one more reason why the communists should 
have made of the' united front the central issue of all working- 
class policies. They failed to do so because they were entangled 
in the Gomintern’s ‘Third Period’ line. I’he Communist party 
could not even try to open the eyes of the millions of Social 
Democratic wmrkers to the danger that threatened all of them 
when its own leaders were blind to the danger; and Moscow’s 
ban on agreement w'ith the Social Democratic party did not 
permit effective communist approach to that party. The daily 
Stalinist vituperation against ‘social fascists’ incessantly deep- 
ened the division in the working class, provided the Social 



REASON AND UNREASON 


14I 

Democratic chiefs with a plausible excuse for their anti-com- 
munism, and made it all the easier for them to pursue their 
disastrous course. Only a genuine and convincing communist 
appeal to the social democratic conscience and self-interest 
alike, an appeal untiringly repeated in the liearing of the entire 
working class, could have brok(‘n the barriers between the two 
parties. 

Their united front would have had to be not a diplomatic 
or parliamentary game with empty and insincere cordialities, 
in the style of the Anglo-Soviet Committee of 1924 6 (or, one 
may add, of the Popular Front of 1936 8), but Joint preparation 
and organization for common combat. The two parties and 
their trade unions would have to ‘march separately but strike 
unitedly’ and agree among themselves ‘how to strike, whom to 
strike, and wlieai to strike’. For this they had no need to give up 
any of their principles or seek any ideological accommodation. 
Communists must never forget that the Social Democrats could 
at best l)e only their ‘temporary and uncertain allies’, who 
would always be aliaid of extra-parlianumtary action and 
might contract out of the struggle at its most critical turn. Yet it 
was the communists’ duty to bring the strongest pjessurc to 
bear on them in order to arouse them to action. If they yielded 
to the pressure, all would be well; if not, millions of their 
followers would at least see where each party stood and would 
be more inclined to respond to a purely communist call to 
action. Already now, in 1 930-1, hardly a day passed without 
scattered but bloody encounters between workers and Storm- 
troops; but in these the workers’ militaney was being dissipated 
to no purpose. Only sporadically did socialists and communists 
agree to repel a Nazi attack jointly. Commenting on one such 
case Trotsky remarked: ‘Oh, supreme leaders! Oh, sevenfold 
sages of strategy! Learn from these workers . . . do as they do! 
Do it on a wider, on a national scale.’ In the course of the year 
1931 Hitler’s Stormtroops had grown from 100,000 to 400,000. 
Trotsky urged the German left to raise their own anti-Nazi 
militias and to concert the mutual defence of their party offices, 
factory councils, trade unions, &c. With the Russian Red 
Guards in mind, he wrote: ‘Every factory must become an anti- 
fascist bulwark, with its own commanders and its own battal- 
ions. It is necessary to work with a map of fascist barracks and 
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strongholds in every city and every district. The fascists are 
attempting to encircle the proletarian strongholds. The en- 
circlcrs must l)e encircled.’^ 

Tiu* cliiels of the German labour movement could not bring 
themselves lo think and act in terms of civil war, partly because 
Hitler, as lie advanced on his road to office, disavowed from 
time to time any thought of a coup d'etat and any intention of 
using violeiic(‘. He declared that he would assume and exercise 
ofhee in the constitutional manner; and these assurances had 
tluai’ effect. ‘He lulls his antagonists', Trotsky warned, ‘in 
order to catch them napping and deal them a mortal blow at 
the right moment. His curtsey to parliamentary democracy may 
help him to set up in the immediate future a coalition in which 
his party will obtain the most important posts in order to use 
these lat(U' for a coup d'etat." ‘This military cunning, no matter 
how plain and simple, secretes a tremendous force because it is 
calculated to meet the psychological needs of the intermediate 
parties who would like to settle everything peacefully and law- 
fully, and - this is far more dangerous - because it satisfies the 
gullibility of the popular masses.’^ 

Pravda and Rote Fahne now spoke of Trotsky as the ‘panic- 
mongei', ‘adventurer’, and ‘Briining’s stooge’, who urged 
communists to abandon pi'oletarian revolution, to defend 
bourgeois democracy, and to foiget that ‘without a prior 
victoty over social fascism we cannot vanquish fascism’.^ 
Not without anger yet with infinite patience Trotsky dealt 
with evem the most preposterous arguments in order to make his 
vie ws ch'ar to those befuddled by polemical tricks. Untiringly 
he went on exploding the fallacy that there could be ‘no victory 
over fascism wdthout a prior victory over social fascism’, point- 
ing out that, on the contrary, only when fascism had been 

^ Tiolsky, (terrmniv, ihe Key to the International Situation^ p. 41 ; B.O.^ no. 27. 

2 What Next? ^ pp. 147 

An aiitliology of German Stalinist polcmks against Trotsky would make 
instru(‘tive though unendurably monotonous reading. Even a man likeW. Munzen- 
berg wrote ‘ IVotsky proposes ... a bloc between the C'ommunist and Social 
Dcmociatic Paitics. Nothing could be as detrimental to the German working class 
and communism and nothing w^ould promote fascism so much as the realization 
of so criminal a proposal. . . . He who proposes such a bloc . . . only assists the 
social-fascist leaders. His role is indeed . . . plainly fascist.* (Rote Aufbau, 15 
February 1932.) Munzenberg ended this polemical campaign by committing 
suicide in exile. 
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defeated could the communists contend effectively against 
the social democrats, and that proletarian revolution in 
Germany could develop only out of a successful resistance to 
Nazism. 

It was all to no avail. As late as September 1932, a few 
months before Hitler became Chancellor, Thaelmann, at a 
session of the Comintern Executive, still repeated, what 
Mimzcnberg had said: ‘In his pamphlet on how National 
Socialism is to be defeated, Trotsky gives one answer only, 
and it is this: the German Communist Party must join hands 
with the Social Democratic Party. . . . This, according to 
Trotsky, is the only way in which the German working class 
can save itself from fascism. Either, says he, the Communist 
party makes common cause with the Social Democrats, or the 
German working class is lost for ten or twenty years. This is the 
theory of an utterly bankrupt Fascist and counter-revolution- 
ary. 'Phis is indeed the worst, the most dangerous, and the 
most criminal theory that Trotsky has construed in these last 
years of his counter-revolutionary propaganda.’^ 

‘One of the decisive moments in history is approaching’, 
Trotsky rejoined, ‘. . . when the Comintern as a revolutionary 
factor may be wiped off the political map for an entire historic 
epoch. Let blind men and cowards refus(‘ to notic(' this. Let 
slanderers and hired scribblers accuse us ol' being in league with 
the counter-revolution, lias not counter-revolution become 
anything . . . that interferes with the digestion of communist 
bureaucrats . . . nothing must be concealed, nothing belittled. 
We must tell the advanced workers as loudly as we can: After 
the “third period” of recklessness and boasting the fourth 
period of panic and capitulation has set in.’ In an almost 
desperate effort to arouse the communists, Trotsky put into 
words the whole power of his conviction and gave them once 
again the ring of an alarm bell: ‘ Workcrs-communists ! There 
are hundreds of thousands, there arc millions of you. ... If 
fascism comes to power it will ride like a terrific tank over your 
skulls and spines. Your salvation lies in merciless struggle. 

^ Compare Rote Aujbau, loc. cit. with XII Plenum /A'A 7 , part 3; Kommunistichesky 
Inlernatsional, 1932, nos. 28-29, pp. 102 3, 1 1 1 and passim. Thaelmann was serenely 
confident that ‘Germany will of course not go fascist — our electoral victories arc a 
guarantee of this . . . the irresistible advance of communism is a guarantee of this*. 
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Only a fighting unity with social democratic workers can bring 
victory. Make haste, communist workers, you have very little 
time to lose.’^ 


"Jo lane to let, at such a time, the grass grow under his feet 
at l^jiiikijx) was for Trotsky more and more ]3ainful. Letters 
and n( \\s])a])ers from the continent rcaclied him with much, 
soiiK'tiiiH's with a fortnight’s, delay; it took even longer for his 
broeluires and maiiiresloes to i*eaeh Germany. In 1923, when 
(h niiany seemed on the verge of revolution, he had asked the 
Politburc aLi to lelicve him from his official posts and cdlow him 
to go to (h rmaiiy ajid direct, as the German party had asked, 
revolutionary opc-rations there. How much more anxious was 
he to find liimscdl' nearer the scene of action now, when the 
future of communism and the political fortunes of the world 
were being decided for decades ahead. In 1931 there was talk 
about liis going on a short lecture tour to Germany; but, of 
course', notliing came of it. There was no chance of his getting 
out ofl’urkey. Worse still, his few followers in the Reich were 
making no lu'adway. They published a tiny paper Pennanente 
Revoluliou, wliich appeared once a month, tilling its columns 
with Tiotsky's writings, and had almost no impact (although his 
biochures were quite widely read and discussed). He planned 
to set up an International Secretariat in Berlin where the 
brothers Sobolcvicius were very active, and whither the 
Bulletin Oppozilsii had alrciidy been transferred from Paris. To 
improve his contact with the Secretariat it was decided that 
Lyova should leave for Berlin and act there as his father’s 
representative, or, as organizational punctilio demanded, as 
the ‘rcpi’csentative of the Russian Section of the Left Oppo- 
sition’. 

Lyova, we know, had shared with his parents all the viciss- 
itudes of iJieir exile and was Trotsky’s right-hand man. Yet 
relations between father and son had not been unruffled. 
They we re in full political concord, and Lyova’s adoration for 
his father amounted to identification with him. Yet it was this 
identification that was also a cause of strain. Trotsky had an 
uneasy feeling that his own personality and interests had 

^ Trolsky, Ueimany, the hey, etc., p. 44. 
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imposed themselves too overwhelmingly on Lyova, and that he 
had reduced Lyova to the frustrating part of the great man’s 
little son. Yet he craved the filial devotion. The more lonely 
he was the more he depended on it. Lyova was the only man 
with whom he could freely thrash out liis ideas and plans and 
share innermost thoughts, his most trusted critic, and, as he 
liked to think, his ‘link’ (in later years, his only link) with the 
young Russian revolutionary generation. Yet at times Lyova’s 
absolute devotion disturbed liiin: h(‘ wanted greater indepen- 
dence in his son and almost wished lor some signs of filial dissent. 
But dissent, when there was a hint of it, upset him and made 
him fear estrangement. Seelusion and incessant intercourse 
deepened the mutual dependence and also heightened the 
stresses which, though not unnatural l:)etwcen father and son, 
had in them something of the irritable tension between two 
prisoners who have shared a dungeon lor too long. Trotsky 
was exacting towards his assistants and secretaries, but his 
demands were never as severe as those he made on himself 
and his son. With strangers was self-controlled and polite; 
but und('r gre^at neivous strain his sell-control was liable to 
break down when he was alone with his n(*xt of kin. Harsh 
reproaches would then come down upon Lyova’s head on 
account of ‘disorder’ in the secretariat, ‘sloth and sloppiness’, 
and ‘letting down’ his father, reproaches wliich could not but 
hurt the dedicated, industrious and conscientious young man.^ 

Some relief was therefore mixed with sadness when parents 
and son agreed on separation. There was probably yet another 
reason for this decision: Raymond Molinier’s wife, Jeanne, 
had left her husband and chosen to stay a\ ilh Lyova. Molinier, 
however, was still a frequent and helpful visitor at Prinkipo; 
and Lyova’s and Jeanne’s departure may well have spared 
them all embarrassing encounters. It was doubtful at first 
whether Lyova would obtain a German entry permit. (The 
year before he had in vain applied for a French visa : the French 
police replied that they knew of his revolutionary activities and 
did not wish to see him in Paris.) Bui, having inscribed himself 
as a student at the Technische llochschule in Berlin, he finally 

1 Relations brUveen father and son aic cliaracteri/cd here (and in the following 
pages) on the basis of the laniily roruspoiidenre, whuh hlls forly foldcis in the 
Closed Section ol ihe Irotsky Arduves and consists of 1/J44 ilcnis. 
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obtained the German visa in February 1931. The academic 
purpose of his sojourn was no mere pretext, for at the Hochshule 
he did indeed take with much application courses in physics and 
mathematics; but his chief preoccupations remained, of course, 
politicalJ 

A feu wc‘('ks before Lyova's departure, in the middle of 
January, something occurred that was to affect the life of the 
eiuiie iainily : Zina and licr live-year-old son Seva arrived from 
Moscow. For several months she had been expected at Iluyuk 
Ada; but liope of her coming had been nearly given up, 
because' the Soviet Government had repeatedly refused her 
permission to make the journey. Her husband, Platon Volkov, 
was de'ported; and she herself had been detained twice because 
of her involvement with the Opposition. Only after the inter- 
vention of we stern Liiro])(!an IHends who a])pcaled to Soviet 
Ambassadors on comj^assionate grounds her health had 
broken down after the death of her sister Nina whom she had 
nurs('d to tlu' end — did she obtain the exit permit. But there 
was a cal ('ll. She was allowed to take with Ikt only one child 
and had to leave behind another, a little daughter, a six- or 
sevc'ii-year-old hostage to Stalin. Alexandra Lvovna, Trotsky’s 
first ^vi^‘e, who, herself under a cloud, was bringing up Nina’s 
two children, took care of' this infant too, and urged Zina to 
leave, join hei’ fathc'r, and lejiair her health abroad. 

Zina came to Prinkipo a neiwous wri'ck, though this did not 
show at once in the flush (3f reunion. Her father received her 
with the utmost tenderness. ‘In the first period of my stay’, she 
wrote latei' to her mother in Leningrad, ‘he w^as so soft and 
attentive to me that I cannot even describe it. . . .’ Of all 
his children she, his first-born, resembled him most. She had 
the same' sharp, dark features, the same fiery eyes, the same 
smile, the same sardonic irony, the same deep-running emo- 
tions, and senuething also of his untamcable mind and of 
his elo(]uenc(\ She seemed to have inherited his political 
passions, his militancy, and craving for activity. ‘She was’, as 

^ Lyova’s nialhtaiiatical exercise b()f)ks, densely and neatly filled, with entries 
dated and marked by his academic teachers, ser\x*d later as evidence of his alibi in 
the Mexican counter-trial of 1937. The exercise books are preserved in The 
Archives. In an undated letter to Dr. Soblen (Well), Lyova explaincid the reasons 
of organization which impelled him to move to Berlin. (It took seven or eight 
months before he obtained the German visa.) 
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her mother put it, ‘more public-spirited than family-minded.’^ 
In Trotsky’s feeling for her there was a touch of remorse. 
Ever since tliosc days 101917 when, addressing multitudes at the 
Cirque Moderne in Petrograd, lu' had fell the loving eyes of his 
two adolescent daughters staring up at him from the audience, 
and fixed on him, lie had been aware of Zina’s intense emotion 
for him. Yet she was to him almost a stranger. It was nearly 
thirty years now since he had left his lirst wife and their two 
babies in the easUan Siberian settlement of Verkliolensk (the 
place of his first exile) - - nearly thirty years since he had arranged 
in his bed there the dummy of a man in order to deceive the 
police and delay their pursuit.- It was as if that dummy had 
deceived the oilspring of his first marriage also. In fifteen years, 
up to 1917, he had seen his daughtc'rs only twice or thrice, 
lleetingly; and he could give them only very little time and 
attention thereafter, in the years of the revolution, the civil 
war, and the cruel struggles that followed. His heart went out 
to them ^vIk'ii he was exiled to Alma Ata; but then it was too 
late: Nina presently died; <ind Zina was too ill to undertake the 
journey iVom Moscow, too ill even to come later to the family’s 
sad farewell meeting on the train when he was being deported 
from Russia. She arrived at Prinkipo heart-broken yet over- 
whelmed with joy, love, and pride in her lather; she had come 
not merely as a sick and suffering daughter but as a dedicated 
follower, hoping to be of us(‘ 10 him, ollia ing her services, and 
yearning to be admitted to his confidema . They wept together 
over Nina’s death; they talked about friends and comrades and 
deported relatives; and they argued about polities. She 
listened all ecstasy and read, with a thrill, th(‘ manuscripts of 
the History of the Russian Revolution and his other writings, 
acquainted herself with the controversies in wdiich he was 
engaged, absorbed their dramatic gravity, and relished his 
sarcasm and wit. She was convulsed with laughter when she 
came across Clmrchiirs essay on the ‘Ogre of Europe’: and it 
was as the ‘ogre’ that she liked to address her father.^ 

^ The quotation is iroin Sokolovskaya’s letter to 'Jrotsky, wnltc*n after Zina’s 
death. See its surnniary on pp. 1 97-11, I he Anhwes, Closed Section. 

- The Prophet Armed, p. 55 . 

3 These details are drawn from Zina’s correspondence. The Archives, Closed 
Section. In The An/tives I found a'picture f)f her which she presented to her father 
with the inscription: ‘To the ogre’. 
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The other members of the family also gave her affection and 
compassion and did their best to make her feel at home. Natalya 
Ivanovna’s ]:)ositioii was admittedly delicate; but she had been 
closei to lh(' cliildi en of 'J'rotsky's first marriage than he himself, 
and liad ]iot only tiied to overcome estiangemeiit with friend- 
shij:) but had beliaved towards them like a second mother. Not 
d(‘(a‘i\ ed ])v th(‘ appanmt improvement in Zina’s condition, she 
took her to th(‘ doctors and gave meticulous attention to her 
lu^dtii. d 00 s(msitive to imagiiu* tliat the hidden strains could 
ev(‘r vanish altogether, she tried to efface herself whenever she 
felt that fatliei' and daughter would best be left by themselves. 
Curiously, Lyova’s relation with his sister was far more tense. 
Tht'ir cliaracters were discordant. Resembling his mother rather 
than his father, Lyova was reserved, modest, and even-tem- 
pcr(‘d; he was easily disconcerted by his sister’s intensity and 
impassioned expansiveness, while her feelings were tinged by a 
jealousy (d J.yova’s closeness to their father. In the w^armth of 
reunion, and whik' Lyova was preparing for his move to Berlin, 
these sti'<uns were subdued, 'J’he whole family went into raptures 
over Zina’s child, whose chatter and ])raiiks brought an un- 
familiar note into the ausIcTc and industrious existence of the 
household. This was, it seems, the first time that Trotsky, 
who already had live* grandchildren, cotdd freely indidgc in the 
sentiments of grandfathtTliood. 

Shortly after Zina’s arrival, in the dead of night, a great fire 
broke* out in the liouse, consuming most of the family’s belong- 
ings and Trotsky’s lilnaiy. With diffic idty he wrested from the 
flames his archives and the manuscript of the just completed first 
volume of his History. A suspicion of arson crossed everyone’s 
mind: was this perhaps an attempt by the G.P.U. to destroy 
the archives? An investigation was opened; witnesses were 
cross-examined, but nothing was found out. ‘All of us felt 
dejected and were very much disturbed . . .’, writes one of 
Trotsky’s secretaric's, ‘all, except Trotsky himself.’ The house- 
hold moved to a near-l)y hotel; and ‘no sooner wxrc wc settled 
than he laid out his manuscripts on the table, called the 
stenographer, and began to dictate a chapter of his book, as if 
nothing had happened during the night’.’ After a few days they 

1 Jan Fiaetikcl in Militant, 2 Jannaiy Set- also Journal d"" Orient, 8 April 

n):n- 
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moved to Kodikoy, an Anglo-American residential suburb on 
the eastern fringe of Constantinople, into a wooden house 
surrounded by high barbed wire fences, where the household, 
complete with secretaries, policemen, and fishermen, stayed for 
about a year, until the Biiyuk Ada house was habitable again. 

A few months after the move to Kodikoy another fire broke 
out. Once again the archives were hastily removed; and the 
family had to bivouac in barns and shacks near by; nnd once 
again the thought of an incendiary hand occurred to everyone. 
But it turned out that the lire was caused by Zina’s child 
playing with matches and a pile of wood, rags, and sawdust in 
the loft. It was a relief after all the scares; and everyone laughed 
and teased the ‘little G.P.U. agent'. 

As the weeks passed Zina's illness came back. Her lungs were 
diseased; she had to undergo several o])crations; she could not 
bear the heat of the eastern Meditciianean; and she was 
tormented by anxiety over her husband and the child she had 
left behind. Under the stress of illness and worry, her shaky 
nervous balance gave way. Hidden tensions and conflicts, 
probably looted in the misery of her childhood and nurtured 
by later experiences, came to the surlace. Her behaviour 
became explosive and incolierent. She gave vent to memories, 
desires, and grievances that had hitherto lurked beyond the 
threshold of her consciousness. She was olisessed by the sense of 
being an unwanted daughter, unwant(‘d by the lather whom 
she adored with all her passion as the life-giving genius of 
revolution. It was her faith in him, she luaself wrote, that kept 
her alive and gave her the strength to grajiple with her predica- 
ment — without him life would have been empty. Yet she felt 
an unsurmountable barrier between herself and him. ‘I know, 
I know’, these arc words she threw at him, ‘that children arc 
not w^anted, that they come only as punishment for sins com- 
mitted.’^ It was as if the shock she may have suffered as an 
infant, on that day when she found inst(‘ad of him the mere 
dummy of a man in his bed, reverberated in the reproach. 

In this emotional turmoil she struggled to suppress her inner 
resentment at her lather’s second marriag(\ Outwardly her 
attitude towaids Natalya Ivanovna was one of affection and 
care; but there was an unnatural exaltation in it. She walked 

^ Zuia’j> k'Uci ot Fehniiiiy 
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around her stepmother on tiptoe, insistently inquiring and 
worrying about her, and lavishing caresses and apologies. Yet 
the resc nlnK Til was close enough to the surface for father and 
stcpmotlicj to f('el it; every now and then it broke through and 
hit tlieni in tln ii faces. Much though they tried to ignore or 
soollie it, relations became tense. To avoid making them worse, 
Trotsk\' withdrew ^vit}lin himself. The more he did so, the 
morr li iislratc'd was Zimfs yearning for his confidence and 
closeness. Slie had hoped to work at least as one of his assistants. 
Il(‘, worrie d about her liealth and mindful of her possible 
](‘turn to her child in Russia, did not encourage tliis ambition. 
JI(‘ wislu'd hc‘1' to use her stay abroad for a cure and in the 
meantime* to avoid compromising her politically, as if being his 
daughter had not already compromised her finally and 
irretrieva])ly. d’he worsening of her illness, he fedt, necessitated 
(‘ven greate r reserve on his part and made work in common 
almost iin])()ssil)lc. He could not take her into his confidence 
over the* alfairs e)f the Opposition in Russia; and it was in these 
precise ly that she was bre*athle‘ssly intereste'd. At this time his 
correspe)ndence with his Russian followers was still fairly 
abundant, part of it being despatched openly but part clandes- 
tinely, with coded signatures and addresses. The greatest dis- 
cretie)!! about the code's had to be exere ise'd; and secrecy had 
to be* redoubled vis-a-vis an ill and unbalanced person who on 
return to Russia might be subjected te> inquisitorial interroga- 
tion. Idem lent ary rules of underground communications 
re'Cjuircd such saPe-guards; but the unfortunate woman took 
these as a slur on her, a sign of her father’s distrust. ‘To Papa’, 
she* often re'peated, ‘I am a good-for-nothing.’ More resent- 
ment, rnene reproach and self-reproach, more gloom, and more 
and grave*!' mental disturbance made* e'veryone feel worse. In 
the summer she le-ft home, and in a near-by sanatorium under- 
went the e)peratie)ns on her lungs. She* returned, her physical 
health somewhat resteired, but hem misery unrelieved. 

Distre ssed and shake*n with pity, Timtsky was a prey to guilt 
and helplessness. How much easier it was te> see in what way the 
great ills of society should be fought against than to relieve the 
sufferings of an incurable daughter! How much easier to 
diagnose the turmoil in the collective mind of the German petty 
bourgeoisie than to penetrate into the pain-laden recesses of 
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Zina’s personality! How much superior was one’s Marxian 
understanding of social psychology to one’s grasp of the troubles 
of the individual psyche 1 He watched Zina’s features and eyes 
overcast with insanity — they were his features, his eyes. For him, 
the prodigy of intellectual lucidity and self-discipline, it was 
unbearable to see h(‘r so incoherent, so distraught. It was as if 
reason itsc'lf had discovered iii unreason its closest progeny and 
its doubl(\ Tenderness and horror, compassion and revulsion, 
pride and humiliation were at odds in him. lie was wounded; 
he was helpless; he grew irritable. Sometimes, wlnai Zina’s 
jealousy burst out to hurt Natalya Ivanovna, he raised his 
voice demanding tact and courtesy. His raised voice reduced 
her to utter prostration. Remembering some such scene, she 
wrote' to him a year later: ‘Don’t shout at me. Papa, don’t — 
your shouting is the one thing I cannot endure; in this I am 
like my mother.’ And she added: ‘There is nothing I desire so 
much, if only I have enough strength to do it, as to soften for 
Natalya Ivanovna that of which I have turned out without 
guilt to b(' guilty towards Ikt.’^ 

With temjDers frayed and Zina’s illness becoming quite 
ahirming - she began to suller lits of delirium she* could not 
stay on. For some time he had thought that she should undergo 
psychoanalytical treatment, and he had written about this to 
the Ph'inferts in Ijcrlin, She resisted. She had no wish, she said, 
to submerge heiself in the Tilth’ of her subconsciousness; and 
she could not bear the thought that, having overcome so many 
obstacle's and boriu' so many sacrifices to ri'join her father, she 
should again be separated from him. She would also have to be 
scparati'd from her son, for it was very difficult for her to take 
care ol his upbiinging. But she yielded to persuasion; and in the 
autumn of 19:^1, leaving Seva behind, she went to Berlin. The 
parting was a torment to both father and daughter. This is how 
she related it to Lyova: ‘ “’You are an astonishing ])erson, [her 
father told her in their last talk] I have never mi't anyone like 
you.” ’ ‘He said that’, she added, ‘in an expressive and severe 
voice’. 

This was the voice of reason baffled and thwarted by un- 
reason. 


' Ttu‘ Russian cxpicssion is: ^Bez vwy vimvala,’’ 'I’lit* Idler is undated. 
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Life in the German capital, when Zina arrived there, was a 
crescendo of chaos and topsy-turvincss. She arrived a few weeks 
after a phlhsc ite, arranged on the initiative of Hitler and Goeb- 
bels, th(‘ jmrpose of which was to overthrow the Social Demo- 
cratic Lrnidrsrc^^icnnig of Prussia. The Nazis had let loose a savage 
cliaiivinislic campaign calling for a ‘People’s Revolution’ 
agaiiist (]u' parly that ‘had accepted the slavery and humiliation 
ol the \"cis. lilies Peace’. The Communist party reacted by 
adclK'ssing to the Social Democratic Ministers of Prussia, Braun 
and Scvi ring, an ultimatum in which it oifered to defend their 
governnKml if they agreed to certain demands, but tlircatened 
to vote against it if tlie demands were rejected. On the face of it, 
tliis was a depaturc from the ‘third period tactics’, at least in 
so far as the communists liad made a direct approach to Social 
Democratic leaders. Actually they ‘concentrated fire on the 
social-fascists’; and when the Prussian Government refused 
their demands, they called upon the workers to cast their votes 
against it. Thus, instead of making a united front with the 
Social Democrats, conditionally or unconditionally, they 
formed an una\'o^ved but all too real, and unconditional, united 
front willi the Nazis; and to save face they called the enterprise 
der Rote Volkscnischeid^ the Red Plebiscite. 

A fital and deeply demoralizing ambiguity now appeared in 
communist policy, which was to persist until Hitler’s seizure of 
po^ver and even thereafter. Not infrequently the same slogans 
appeared on communist and Nazi banners. The Nazis, seeking 
to win socially discontented and radical elements, promised 
that their ‘People’s Revolution’ would settle accounts with 
finance capital. The Communist party, wary of calling for a 
proletarian socialist revolution, spoke, instead, of the ‘People’s 
Revolution’ wdiich would achieve Germany’s ‘social and national 
liberation’ and break the shackles of Versailles. The spirit of 
nationalism insinuated itself more and more strongly into its 
propaganda just at a time when nothing was more urgent in 
Germany than the need to stem the mounting tide of racial and 
chauvinist fanaticism. Although the plebiscite went in favour of 
the Social Democrats, its efl'ect was to deepen the breach in the 
working class and to make confusion worse confounded. 

Trotsky attacked I’haclmann’s and the Comintern’s ‘national 
communism’ with the utmost vigour, exposing the absurdities 
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of the ‘Red Plebiscite\ The whole venture, he argued, was all 
the more repugnant because communists and Nazis remained, 
and could not help remaining, mortal enemies. In self-justi- 
fication, the Stalinists pointed out that the Social Democrats 
were paving the way for Nazism. This was all too true, Trotsky 
remarked, but if tlic Social Democrats paved tlie way for 
a Nazi victory, should the communists shorten it? It happens 
sometimes that the parties of revolution and counter-revolution 
attack the same 'moderate’ enemy fiom their opposite poles. 
But a Marxist party can afford to do this only wlu'ii tlu' tide 
runs in its favour, not when it runs, as it did in G(‘rmany, in 
favour of counter-revolution. 'To go out into the street with the 
slogan "Down with the government of Bruniiig and Braun” 
is a r('ckless adventure when tlie wliole balance of strength is 
such that the gov(‘rnment of Bruning and Braun can be replaced 
only by a government of Hitler and Hugenbt^'g. The same 
slogan would acquire quite a different nu^aning if and when it 
presaged the direc t struggle for power by the working class.’ 
Even now he did not doubt the good intentions of the Com- 
munist party; but ‘unfortunately, the Stalinist bureaucracy is 
trying ... to act against fascism by using the weapons of the 
latter. It borrows colours from the political palette of Nazism 
and tries to outdo Nazism at an auction ol'patriotism. These are 
not methods of a principled class struggle, but tricks of a petty 
market competition ... a betrayal of Marxism ... a display of 
concentrated bureaucratic stupidity.’ 'fliosc^ who talked about 
the ‘People’s Revolution’ and about freeing Germany from the 
chains of Versailles had Ibrgottcji Karl laebknecht’s maxim 
that for the working class 'the main enemy stands in tluar own 
country’. The insinuation c^f nationalism into communist 
thinking had begun with Stalin’s ‘socialism in one cemntry’ and 
it now produced Thaelmann’s ‘national communism’. ‘Ideas 
have not only their own logic but their own explosive force’; 
and the lack of scruple with which the Comintern tried to out- 
bid Hitler in nationalist demagogy showed up the ‘spiritual 
emptiness of Stalinism’.^ 

What, according to Trotsky, was at stakes was not only all the 
hard-won achievements of the German labour movement but 

1 ‘Protiv Natsjoiial-Kommuiiizma (Uroki Krasnovo Referenduma)’, no. 

24. The article was published as a pamphlet in Germany. 
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the future of civilization : with Nazism the shadow of the dark 
ages was returning to Europe. Hiller, if victorious, would not 
merely prese rve capitalism but reduce it to barbarism. The 
enraged Kleinhilrger ‘repudiated not only Marxism but even 
Darwinism', and to the rationalism and materialism of the 
eiglit(‘endi, nineteentli, and twentieth centuries he opposed the 
invtlis of die lentil or eleventh century, the mystique of race and 
blood. d’Jiis, their supposed racial superiority, was to boost the 
jiiide of Germany’s lower middle classes, and give them an 
imnginary escape from the miseries of their life. In its rabid 
anti-Marxism and rejection of the ‘economic view of history’, 
‘National Socialism descends lower down; from economic 
materialism to zoological materialisin’. Nazism collected ‘all 
the refus(‘ of international political thought ... to make up the 
intellectual treasure of the new Germanic Messianism’. It 
stirred and l allied all the forces of barbarism lurking under the 
thin surface of ‘civilized’ class society. It tapped inexhaustible 
reserves of darkness, ignorance, and savagery. In a memorable 
phras(‘, alive with a premonition of the autos da fe and gas 
chambers of the I’hird Reich, 'J ’rot sky thus described the 
ess(‘nee of Nazism: ‘Everything which society, it if had devel- 
oped normally [i.c. towards socialism], would have rc^c'c ted . . . 
as the excrement of culture is now bursting out through its 
throat: capitalist civilization is disgorging undigested barbarity 
-- siK’h is the physiology of National Socialism.’^ 

That communist (as wt‘ll as non-communist) opinion of the 
early nineteen-thirties was insensitive to sucli a philosophical- 
historical view of Nazism need not perhaps surprise the histor- 
ian. What he must find more difficult to comprehend is how the 
leaders of the Soviet Union and the great mass of communists 
all over the world could remain deal' to ^vhat Trotsky was 
saying about the threat to the Soviet Union. In November 
1931, t(‘n years before the l)atlle of Moscow, he wrote: ‘A 
victory olTascism in Germany would signify the inevitability of 
war against the U.S.S.R.’^ At that time Moscow still saw 
France as the chief WT'stern antagonist of the Soviet Union; 
and it feared an imminent attack from Japan, which had just 
embarked upon the invasion of Manchuria. The progress of 

^ J^crils, vol. Ill, ]jp. 301- p. ‘Qu’est-cc que c’csl le Tiational-socialisme?’ 
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Nazism had as yet aroused little or no apprehension in Stalin 
and his advisers, even though Hitler was loudly proclaiming 
that he was out to destroy Bolshevism and conquer the East. 
Stalin assumed that these were the ravings of Hitler the ‘rebel’, 
but that Hiller the Chancellor would not easily forgo the 
advantages which Germany derived from her relations with 
Russia, under the Rapallo Treaty. Stalin expected that Hitler’s 
striving to rearm Germany would bring him into conflict with 
France and coinj^cd him to abate' his hostility^ towards the 
Soviet Union. It was not lor nothing that the Comintern en- 
couraged the German communists to lend ambiguous support 
to Hitler's eam])aign against Versailles: that campaign was to 
divert Hitler from his ambition to lead a western crusade 
agai ns t Bolsh evisin . 

Trotsky struggled against this uiiawarcaiess of the inter- 
national implications oi'Na/ism. He did not believe that France 
was still Russia's chier enemy, as in the years of intervention. 
‘Not a single one of the normal bourgt'ois parliamentary 
governments', he maintained, ‘ean at piesent risk a war against 
the U.S.S.K.: such an undertaking would entail incalculable 
domestic complications. But once Hitler lias seized power . . . 
and pulverizi'd and demoralized the Gi'rman working class for 
many yc'ars to come, his will be the only govt'rnment capable of 
waging w-ar against the U.S.S.R.'^ Nor did he believe that the 
Soviet Union was scrioiish' threatened by Japan. Fie forecast 
that by invading Manchuria, Japan would involve herself in a 
long and exhausting war with China, which would divert 
Japanese strength from the Soviet Union and hasten revolution 
in China. ‘The basic conditions of the East —immense distances, 
huge populations, and economic backw^ardness imply that the 
whole process [ofjapanese conquest] will be slow, creeping, and 
Avasteful. In any case, in the Far East no immediate and grave 
danger threatens the Soviet Union. The crucial events of the 
coming period wall unfold in Europe, in Germany’, where ‘the 
political and economic antagonisms have reached an un- 
precedented sharpness . . . and the denouement is elose at 
hand.’ And again: ‘For many years to come, not only the fate 
of Germany . . . but the destinies of Europe and the destinies of 
the entire world will be decided in Germany.’ ‘Socialist 

^ Loc. cit. 
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construction in the Soviet Union, the march of the Spanish 
revolution, the growth of a pre-revolutionary situation in 
England, tlie hiture of French imperialism, the fate of the 
revolutionary movement in China and India, all these issues 
reduce tin msclves ... to this single question: who is going to 
win in (hrmany in tlie eoiirsc of the coming months? Com- 
munism or fascism?’^ 

I’lolsk) assumed that for an anti-Soviet crusade Hitler 
could gain the support of world capitalism, and that this would 
( iitail ‘a frightful isolation of the Soviet Union and the necessity 
to fight a lil'e-and-dcath struggle under the hardest and most 
dangeious conditions'. ‘If fascism were to crush the German 
working class, this would amount to at least half the collapse of 
the Republic of the Soviets.’ Only if the workers succeeded in 
barring Hitler's road to power would Germany, the U.S.S.R., 
and th(‘ world be saved from catastrophe. Stalin’s policy in 
Germany was therefore direeted against the vital interests of the 
Soviet Union as well as of German communism. Soviet security 
and the international proletarian interest were inextricably 
bound up. For years Stalin and the Comintern had screamed 
about the imminence of an anti-Soviet crusade; but now, when 
the peril was real, they were silent. Yet it should be ‘an axiom’ 
that a Nazi attempt to seize power ‘must be followed by a 
mobilization of the Red Army. For the WT)rkcrs’ state this will 
be a matter ol' revolutionary self-defence. . . . Germany is not 
only Germany. It is the heart of Fairope. Hitler is not only 
Hitler. He is the candidate for the role of a super- Wrangcl. But 
the Red Army is not only the Red Army. It is the instrument of 
proletarian world revolution.’- 

A few months later, in April 1932, he restated this idea even 
more strikingly. Routine-ridden politicians and diplomats, he 
said, were blind to what was coming, just as they had been on 
the eve ol' the First World War. ‘My relations with the present 
government of Moscow are not of such a nature as to permit me 
to speak in its name or refer to its intentions. . . . With all the 
greater frankness can I state how, in my view, the Soviet 
government should act in case of a fascist upheaval in Germany. 
In their place, I would, at the very moment of receiving tele- 
graphic news of this event, sign a mobilization order calling up 

' Loc. cit , p. 95. Ibid., p. 101. 
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several age groups. In the face of a mortal enemy, when the 
logic of the situation points to inevitable war, it would be 
irresponsible and unpardonable to give that enemy time to 
establish himself, to consolidate his positions, to conclude 
alliances . . . and to work out the plan of attack. . . .’ And 
again: ‘War between Hitlerite Germany and the Soviet Union 
would be inevitable and this in the short term’, in view of which 
even the question who would attack first was of secondary 
importance. Witli an eye to tliose in France and Britain who 
hoped to save the status quo in tlie West and the Versailles 
system by diverting German imperialism eastwards, Trotsky 
wrote tha( ‘whatever illusions are entertained in Paris one can 
safely predict that the Versailles system would be one of the first 
to be consumed in the flames of a war between Bolshevism and 
fascism’.^ 

The Comintern Piess at once branded 'frolsky as a ‘treacher- 
ous warmonger’ seeking to embroil Russia and Germany; and 
to many outside the Comintern too the boldness of his state- 
ments secaned reckless. His attitude, however, will not appear 
quite so reckless if it is rememberi d that, even in the early 
nineteen-thirties, with (lermany, Britain, and the United 
States disaruK cl, the Sovi(‘t Union wais the greatest military 
power of tlu' Avoild. But Trotsky did not in fact urgt' the Soviet 
Govcriim(*nt to wage war against Germany, even a Nazi 
Germany, in 193;^, after Hitler had become Chancellor, 
Trotsky declared that in the existing circumstances mobiliza- 
tion of the Red Army would serve no purpose. He had advocated 
it, he explained, on the assumption that Hitler would have to 
shoot his way to office he had nfiised to believe that the 
German labour movement would allow Hitler to become the 
master of their country without having to fire a shot. It was in 
this context of an assumed civil war in Germany that he had 
insisted on the Red Army's duty to intervene.^ Admittedly this 
would have been a hazardous course, but less so than was wait- 
ing passively l()r Hitler’s ascendancy and Germany’s n arma- 
ment. Trotsky’s attitude, revolutionary in its political aspect, 
was in its military aspect similar to that wliich Winston 

1 Ibid., pp. 104-5. 

2 The article appe-ared originally in thr Ameriran Forum, 13 April 1932. 
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Churchill was to adopt four or five years later, when he called 
the British and Frencli Governments to counter Hitler’s march 
into tbc‘ Rhineland by measures of mobilization and prepara- 
tion for wai. "fins atlitiide earned Churchill the unrivalled 
inoial antliority li(‘ needed to become Britain’s leader in the 
Setond W orld Vfai. V^ilificalion was all it earned Trotsky. 

M('an\\ iiile, tin* Nazi avalanche moved on. In the sprini^ of 
(Germany was to elect a Prcsidc'nt, and Hitler posed his 
(andidature. A Socialist-C^ommunist candidate was still sure 
to poll moiv votes than Hitler or any other contestant at the 
repeated parliamentary elections of that year Communists and 
Social-Democrats invariably obtained more than 13 million 
votes. But the Social Democrats decided to uphold the candida- 
ture ol'llindcnburg, the nearly nonagenarian retiring President, 
whom they had opposed at the pievious election as the very 
symbol ol‘ the old Imperial reaction, but behind whose senile 
back they iioW' sought to shelter. The (anmmmist party called 
the workei's to vote for Thaelmanu. Hindenburg was re-elected; 
and at once he delivered the (oup de to the parliamentary 
regime and struck at th(‘ Social Democrats. 1 ](‘ dismissed 
Bnining, who had just made a half-hearted attc'mpt to ban 
Hitler's Stormtroops and had also incuried the ('umity of the 
Pkisl Prussian Junkers. .Hindenburg's new Chancellor, von 
Pa];en, lifted the ban on the Stormtioops; and, on 20 July 
1932, he deposed by decree the Social-DcTuocratie government 
of Prussia which the Nazis had in vain tried to overthrow by 
plebiscite', 'fhe event was rcmaikablc I'or its tragi-comedy : a 
lieutenant (ommanding a section ol’ soldiers turned out of their 
ofliccs the Prussian Prime AlinisU'i* and Minister oi' Interior, 
who nominally had the whole Prussian police under their 
orders. Too late and perfunctorily the communists advised the 
Social Democrats to call a general strike and offered support. 
Once again the Social Democrats refused to make common 
cause with their ‘enemies on the left"; and they deluded them- 
selves that von Papen and Hindenburg’s camarilla (of which 
General Schk'icher was the moving spirit), would somehow 
outmanceuvre Hitler and keep him at bay. I'his was a wide- 
spread illusion in these last months of the Weimar Republic: 
von Papen, having so easily seized the Social Democratic 
‘foi tress’ in Prussia, seemed v(‘ry pow^eiful; he appeared to have 
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Stolen Hitler’s thunder; and the Nazi movement was moment- 
arily losing impetus.^ 

All the more must one marvel at the accuracy and precision 
of Trotsky’s analyses and predictions. ‘The less the workers were 
prepared to fight’, he commented, ‘the greater was the im- 
pression of strength which Papen’s government gave. . . .’ 
However, this is not yet the fascist upheaval — that is still to 
come. Peipen \^'ill not be able to outmanoeuvre Hitler and 
prevent a Nazi dictatorship, for he does not even have the 
limited strength Pruning possessed: he is backed only by 
the most archaic ck incnts of the Prussian bureaucracy. He 
will not be abl(‘ to control the fury and the rage of the 
millions that follow Hitler only the determination and the 
militancy of millions of workers might do that. But how could 
the workers have that determination when they see the 
Prussian Socialist goverimuail allowing itself to be overthrown 
by a Tick on the nose’, and when the communists, after telling 
them for years that Gc'rmany is already fascist, now call 
them to rise in general strike against Papen’s 'fascist’ coup 
d'ctciL and in defence of the ‘social-fascist’ government of 
Prussia. Yet, confused though the workers are, the alternative 
is still a victory of Nazism or a victory of the working class — 
tertium non dalnr, Papen, Trotsky insisted, will have no more 
than ‘a hundred days’; and so will Schleicher who will 
follow him as Chancellor. 'I’hen the Reichswehr and the 
Junkers will form a coalition with the Nazis in the hope of 
taming the latter. It will all be in vain: ‘All conceivable 
[governmental 1 combinations with Hitler must lead to the 
absorption of the bureaucracy, the courts, the police, and the 
army by fascism.’ Evem now, he held, it was not yet too late for 
a ‘unite d front’ of the* workers; but ‘how^ much time has been 
wasted without pur])ose, scnseRssly, and shamefully!’- 


About this time Trotsky w^as also in controversy with the 
Comintern over the Spanish revolution. Primo de Rivera’s 
dictatorship came to an end in 1930 and the collapse of the 
monarchy followed in April 1931. While Germany was 
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developing from a bourgeois democracy to an authoritarian 
regime, in Spain the opposite was happening. Yet in both coun- 
tries the Ck^rnintern clung to the third period policy. While the 
German prirly declared that the antagonism between fascism 
and bourgeois democracy was irrelevant, the Spanish party 
Tnad(‘ liglil of the conflict between monarchy and republic. In 
Moscow, Manuilsky told tlie Comintern Executive in February 
alt( I the fall of Prinio de Rivera: ‘Movements of this 
kind pass across the historic screen as mere incidents and leave 
no deej:) traces in the mind of the working masses. ... A single 
strik(' . . . may be of greatei importance than a “revolution” 
like the Spanish. . . The revolution that was to occupy the 
world for nearly a decade was still referred to in quotation 
marks. I’lic* abdication of King Alfonso caught the party by 
surprise. WJieii subsequently Spain resouiidc'd with the demand 
for a democratically elected Cortes, the official communists, 
like the Anarcho-Syndicalists, maintained that the workers 
and peasants would gain nothing from any parliament; and 
they favoured the boycott of elections. Yet, at the same time, 
the Comintern declared that tlie Spanish revolution, in view of 
the country’s backwardness, must keep within ‘bourgeois 
democratic’ limits, and that ‘proletarian dictatorship was not 
on the order of the day’. It is easy to recognize there the Sta- 
linist canon developed as antithesis to Trotsky’s Permanent 
Re\nlution and applied in China in 1925-7. This canon was to 
underlie Stalinist policy in Spain through all its phases. At a 
lat(‘r stage, in 1936 8, it was invoked to justify the communist 
coalition with bourgeois republican parties in the Popular 
Front, the ‘moderate’ policy of the Communist party and its 
repressive action against the P.O.U.M., the Trotskyists, and 
the radical Anarcho-Syndicalists. In the early nineteen-thirties, 
however, the same canon was incongruously combined with 
ultra-left tactics and with the rejection of the demands for a 
Const] tiumt Assembly and democratic liberties, the classical 
desiderata of bourgeois revolution. 

Trotsky asserted that the Spanish revolution would have to 
pass, as the Russian revolution had done, from the bourgeois 


^ Yet lalcr in the year tlie organ of the Comintern Executive blamed the Spanish 
Communists for having missed the revolutionary siguiricancc of the events. See 
Kommumstiihcskxi lutenintMonal, nos. -35, 
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into the socialist phase, if it was not to be defeated. Of all 
European countries Spain was closest to pre-1917 Russia in 
social structure, in the alignment of political forces — and in 
Spain as in Russia Workers’ Councils or Juntas were destined 
to be the organs of revolution. While insisting on the ‘perman- 
ence’ of the revolution, Trotsky urged the communists to adopt 
more realistic tactics, to raise or support demands for general 
franchise', for a Constituent Assembly, for the self-determina- 
tion of tile Catalans and Basques, and, above all, to support 
the peasantry's struggle for land. 'I'he peasants were bound to 
look to the Cortes for a solution of the land problem; and 
communists were in duty bound to state their agrarian pro- 
gramme from the parliauK'iitary platform, if only to promote 
the peasantry’s extra-parliamentary action. 'They could not do 
this under their ‘third period’ policy and wliilc' they were in- 
clined to ignore and boycott parliament. ‘Parliamentary 
cretinism is a detestable disease, but anti-parliamentary 
cretinism is not much better’, he remarked. Had not the 
Bolsheviks called Ibr a Constituent Assembly in 1917? In 
Spain parliamenteiry politics were bound to be even more 
important than in Russia, because the rhythm ol'the revolution 
would be slower; and the Spanish communists should in their 
action ‘take Ic'ss into account the Russian cx])erience than that 
of the great ITcncli Revolution. I’he Jacobin dictatorship was 
preceded by three parliamentary assemblies’; and something 
similar might happen in Spain. ^ 

The Spanish party was not only disoriented, small, and weak; 
it was also disorganized by the divisions and splits whic h were 
inseparable from Stalinist orthodoxy. It had already c'xpelled 
several Trotskyist and semi-Trotskyist groups and Andres 
Nin its founder and one-time leader. The splits were to be the 
cause of much demoralization in republican Spain in later 
years, and the baiting of Nin was to end in his assassination. 
Already in April 1931, only a few days alter the overthrow of 
the monarchy, Trotsky protestc^d in a confidential jnessage to 
the Politbureau in Moscow^ against the heresy hunt in Spain, He 
recalled that in 1917 the Bolsheviks had, under Lenin’s guid- 
ance, joined hands with all groupings close to them, regardless 
of past differences — he himself had then entered the Bolshevik 

^ EcritSf vul. Ill, pp. 451-71 and pasiim ; B.O,, nu>. ipyi. 
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party and they found that this, and their ability to base their 

unity and discipline on freedom of internal debate, decisively 
strengthened their hands in the struggle for power. ‘Are there 
any otliei' w ays or methods’, he asked, ‘which would permit the 
proletai iaii vanguard of Spain to work out its ideas and to 
becoiiK' permeated with the unshakeablc conviction of the 
trutli and justice of these ideas ~a conviction which alone 
would enable them to lead the popular masses to the decisive 
assault on the old order?’ The heresy hunts confused and 
(h'lnoralized the ranks and facilitated a fascist victory which 
would liav(' 'grave repercussions for the whole of Imrope and 
the U.S.S.R.' He asked the Politbureau to advise — ‘precisely to 
advise, not to older’ — the Spanish communists to call a unity 
congress; and he offered to advise his I'ollowers to co-operate in 
this. ‘The* march oJ' events in Spain will daily confirm the need 
for unity in communist ranks. A grave historic responsibility 
will burden those who promote the splits.’^ I’hcre was no 
answer from Moscow to this message; but in it were laid bare 
the sci'ds of the defeat which the Spanish revolution was to 
suffer s(wcn to eight years later. 

At the height of these controversies Stalin deprived Trotsky 
of Soviet nationality and of the right ever to return to Russia. 
Pravda published a decree to this effect on 20 February 1932, 
giving as reason Trotsky’s ‘counter-revolutionary activity’, 
without specifying his offences. This was an unprecedented 
rejirisal. The Menshevik and Social Revolutionary emigres, 
who sat on the leading bodies of the Second International and 
had, with the material and moreil support of that International, 
conducted their agitation against the Bolsheviks, had not so far 
be(‘n deprived of Soviet nationality. To make good this omission 
and to conceal somewhat the real target, the decree of 20 Febru- 
ary also stripped about thirty Menshevik emigres of citizenship. 

There was a studied malice in this ‘amalgam’. Unlike Trot- 
sky, the Menshevik leaders had not been deported: most of 
them were, in 1921-2, ‘advised’ to leave if they wished to 
avoid persecution; and they left. It was Lenin who decided to 
give them that ‘advice’; and Trotsky undoubtedly endorsed the 

1 The letter to the Politbureau was published later iu B.O. See Merits, vol. Ill, 
pp. 447-b. 
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decision. His hostility towards the Mensheviks remained un- 
abated even in exile and led him into a grievous error of judge- 
ment only a few months before lh(‘ decree of 20 February. 
In 1931, during the ill-famed trial of the Mensheviks, which 
took place in Moscow, Irotsky acct'pted the prosecution’s 
charges against them at face value. I’he defendants Sukhanov, 
Groman, and others were accused of economic sabotage and 
conspiracy with their emigre comrades. The charges were 
based on faked evidence and Confessions’.’ What accounted in 
part for Irotsky’s attitude was the element of truth in the 
prosecution’s assertion that the chief defendant, Groman, 
formerly economic adviser to the State Planning Gomrnission, 
had sought to obstruct the first Five Year Plan. Groman had in 
fact ibr a long time backed Stalin's and Bukharin's policy and 
had strenuously opposed 'frotsky's programme of industrial- 
ization. During his trial IVotsky eommenl(‘d that it was with 
Stalin’s connivance that Groman and his group had ‘sabotaged’ 
the Soviet economy; and that only tin' Meh course' had brought 
Stalin’s connivance to an end and the Mensheviks to the dock.^ 
While these circumstances account Ibr frotsky’s acceptance of 
the prosecution’s ease, they do not justify it. Later Trotsky 
himself publicly regretted his mistake .'* But the incident 
illustrates how^ intense his (mmity tewAards the Mensheviks 
remained; and one' may well imagine with what perverse 
pleasure Stalin pilloried both Trotsky and the Menshevik 
‘saboteurs’ in the same deciee simultaneously depriving them of 
citizenship. 

This event followed shortly after the somewhat enigmatic 

1 Tlic ProsL'Culor alhigrfl that tlit* (Icfcndants liacl taken orclrrs I'roni R. Abra- 
movich, the Menshevik ciiiit^rr leader, and that the lailcr had come clandestinely 
to Russia to insj)rct the f onspiratorial organization. Abramovich was able to prove 
that at the time when, according to the Prosecutor, he was supj)oscd to have travel- 
led in Russia, he was present at sessions t)f the Exe( utive ot the Second Inter- 
national in Bruss(‘Is and .sj)okc togethei with Let)n Bhun, Vanderwelde, and other 
Social Democratic leaders from i>ublic platlorms. 

- Trotsky’s first opinion on the trial of the Mensheviks is in B.O., nos. ui-22, 
1931. Thiity years later in July September 1961, tin* Menshe\ik Solsialnticheskii 
Vestnik published N. Jasny’s reininist eiices on Ciroman which confirmed that 
Groman’s role in the struggle between the Bolshevik fac tions had indeed been such 
as Trotsky described it, though he was, of course, innocent of the crimes imputed 
to him. 

See B.O,, no. 51, July-August 1936. Tiotsky was prompted by Lyova to 
admit his mistake; and he did so shortly before the great Zinoviev-Kamenev trial. 
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‘Turkul afTUii ’. On 31 October 1931, Rote Fahne published 
an ar(i( l(' tliat General Turkul, an emigre who had 

conimaiuli (I While Guards in the civil war, was about to 
organize :iii atlt nijn on Trotsky’s life, taking advantage of the 
hu t lluil I Volsky was not guarded well enough on Prinkipo; 
and that if the attempt succeeded, the perpetrators would shift 
jlie l)laine on the Soviet Government. I’hese allegations sounded 
plausible enough; but it was puzzling that the Rote^Fahne^ 
of all p.ipers, should have come out with them. On Trotsky’s 
proinpling, his friends made representations at the Sovi(V 
Ihnbassics in Berlin and Paris, reminding the Soviet Govern- 
ment that it had promised to protect his life in exile and asking 
what it was going to do to honour the pledge. Moscow left the 
query unanswc'red; and Trotsky concluded that Rote Fahne 
had had only on(‘ purpose: to provide an alibi for Stalin in case 
of an attempt. His followers then addressed to the Soviet 
Government a statement, showing clearly the marks of Trotsky’s 
style, which afTirmed that ‘Stalin was concerned not to prevent 
the men of the White Guards carrying out their design, but 
only to pi event them shilling the responsibility for the terroristic 
act on Stalin and his agents’.^ Stalin replied indirectly, through 
the (k)mintern, chiding IVotsky for the black ingratitude with 
which he repaid the solicitude he, Stalin, had shown him- - 
the iH*])ly suggesUxl that Trotsky’s life was indeed threatened by 
tlu' White Guards.- Stalin now punished the ‘ingratitude’ by 
rcnd(*ring Trotsky stateless and depriving him even of the 
modicum of formal j)rotcction that any government owes its 
subjects in foreign parts. 

ddie repiisal was intended to accomplish what the execution 
of Blumkin had failed to do, to cut olf all contacts between 
Trotsky and his followers in the Soviet Union. Despite censor- 
ship and interception, Trotsky still received much mail from 
the colonies of deportees and from prisons. In Berlin, Lyova 
was trying to establish connexions with old comrades who 
arrived there on official business; and he reported to Prinkipo 


1 The message was despatclird to Moscow confidentially. ITotsky published it 
only after lie had been deprived of Soviet citizenship. B.O.^ no. 27, March 1932. 

“ The reply look the Ibrin of a secret circular sent out by the Executive of the 
CoininttTM lo (he Central Coiriniittees of all Cknriirmnist parties. A copy of the 
circular came into I iolsky’s ]iossession and is in The Archives, Closed Section. 
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on his successes and failures. Thus, in the spring of 1931, he 
ran by chance into Pyatakov; but that close friend of earlier 
years, now ‘the Judas, the red-haired’ — so Lyova wrote — 
‘turned away his head and pretended not to sec me’. Later, in 
July, while wandering in one of the city’s big stores, I.yova met 
unexpectedly Ivan Smirnov, who since his capitulation had 
held a high managerial post in Soviet industry. They embraced; 
Smirngv ^varmly inquired about Trotsky and all members of 
his family; and pouring out the capitulator’s bitter heart, he 
spoke about the grim situation and the discontent rife in the 
Soviet LInion. Although disillusioned in the hopes -with which he 
had surrendered to Stalin, he was in no mood to resume the 
fight; he preferred to wait and sec. lie said, however, that he 
and his iViends would \\-c\comc a 'bloc' with Trotsky and his 
followers, the immediate purpose of which was to b(‘ merely 
exchange of information. At the very hast he wished to ke(‘p up 
a contact with Trotsky; and, as he was about to return to 
Moscow, he promised to send through a trusted friend a 
document surveying the state of the Soviet economy and the 
political moods in the country. They agreed on a password 
which the messenger was to use. Early in the autumn E. S. 
Golzmaii, an old Bolshevik, a capitulator, brought a memor- 
andum IVom Smirnov, which was to appear in the Bulletin 
Oppozitsii a year later and to reveal, for the first tinu', the full 
extent of the destruction of agricultural stock during collectiv- 
ization, the grave disproportions in industry, the effects of 
inflation on the whole economy, &c. The mcuiiorandum 
ended with this pregnant conclusion: Tn view of the incapacity 
of the presemt leadership to get out of the economic and political 
impasse, the conviction is growing about the need to change 
the party leadership.’ Lyova and Colzn)an often met and dis- 
cussed developments in the Soviet Union. ^ 

Smirnov and Golzman spoke not only for themselves but for 
many capitulators who, timidly yet unmistakably, once again 
turned their eyes to Trotsky. T’hcir anxiety was aroused by the 
storm gathering over Germany as well as by the domestic 

^ This account is based on l.yova’s coiiespondence with his father, and on liis 
deposition to the French Commission of Inquiry wind), ni conducted 

investigations preparatory to the Mexican counter-trial. The Archives, Closed 
Section. 
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situation. 1 licy were alarmed by the paralysis of German 
communism and sympathetically followed Trotsky’s campaign. 
Most of them already thought what Radek was to express later, 
in igsSj speaking to a trusted German communist, he 

pointed to Stalin’s office in the Kremlin and said: ‘There sit 
tlios(‘ who hear the guilt for Hitler’s victory.’^ Seeing no 
wa>' to change the Comintern’s policy, exasperated and 
frustrated, tlie capitulators moved some way back towards the 
Trotskyist Opposition. 'Hiis did not escape the notice of Stalin, 
who wns more than (*ver bent on insulating the party from 
'IVotsky's influence. Me now regrettc'd banishing Trotsky 
from Russia, for the banishment enabled Trotsky to bioadcast 
his ideas all over the w^orld. Stalin decided to make good this 
‘error’: 'Trotsky, deprived of Soviet nationality, was branded as 
an outcast one(‘ and for all. Hcniceforth, any Soviet citizen 
trying to communicate with Trotsky would bc' guilty of 
association not just with a disgraced leader of a domestic 
opposition, but wdth dforeiiiu conspirator. 

'Trotsky replied wdth an ‘Open Lettei’ to the Presidium of 
th(‘ Ccaitral Executive CU)mmittee, in whose name the decree 
of 20 February w^as published.^ He exposed the lawh'ssness of 
the dec ree (which he dc'seribed as a ‘consummate amalgam in 
the 'ThcTinidorian style’, and ‘an impotent and even jhtiable’ 
act of Stalin’s personal vc‘ngc*ance) ; and he also drew the 
balance of a decade* of the inner-party struggle. ‘Do you think 
that wath this false scrap of paper . . . you will stop the growth of 
Bolshevik criticism? Prevent us from doing our duty? In- 
timidate our co-thinkers? . . . The Oppositkm will step over the 
dcx rec of 20 February as a worker steps over a dirty puddle on 
the way to his wen^kshop.’ He was aware that this reprisal was 
not Stalin’s ‘last word’. ‘We know' the arsenal of his methods . . . 
and you know Stalin as well as 1 know him. Many of you have 
more* than once, in conversations with me or people close to 
me, givcji your own estimate of Stalin, and given it without 
illusions.’ He was addressing Stalin’s entourage, the ‘men of the 
apparatus’. He appealed to their conscience, but adso to their 

‘ K. Wollrnbcrg, a foinu'r editor of the Role Falme and leader of the Rotfronlbund 
writes in The Red Army, p. 27H: ‘Early in 1933 Zino\icv said to me: “Apart from 
the German Social- Democrats, Stalin bears the main responsibility to history for 
Hitloi’s victory” 

- B.O., no. 27, March 1932. 
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interest. He sought to persuade them that they too had nothing 
to gain but much to lose under Stalin’s autocracy. He described 
tellingly the humiliation which together with the whole party 
they were sufTering at Stalin’s hands. 

You started tlie fight against ‘Trotskyism’ under the banner of 
the Old Bolsh(‘vik (hiaid. 'i’o Tiotsky's iinaginaiy amljitions of 
personal leadeiship, ambitions which you yourselves had invented, 
you opposed the ‘collective IcadersJiip of the Leninist Central 
Committee'. What remains of that colk'ctive leadeiship? What is 
left of the Leninist Ck'ntral Committee? Tli(‘ appaiatus, indej^endent 
of the working class and of the party, has set the stage for Stalin’s 
dictatorship whieli is iiuh'pcndcnt of the a])paiatus. And now for 
anyone to take the oath of loyalty to the Taminist Central Com- 
mittee’ is almost tlu* same as to call openly for insui rection. Only 
an oatli of loyalty to Stalin may be taken - this is the only permitted 
foimula. The public speaker, the projxigandist, tlie journalist, the 
theoiist, the (‘diicalionisl, the sjioitsman all aie obliged to include 
in their speeches, ai tides, or lectures the phiase . . . ‘under Stalin’s 
leadership’; all must pioclaim the infallibility of Stalin who rides 
on the back of the C'entral Coimniitee. Eve ry paity man and Soviet 
oiRcial, from the head of the government to the humble clerk in 
any backwater, has to sweai . . . that in cas<‘ of any difTeiences arising 
between the C'eailial Committee and Stalin, he, the nndei signed, 
will sup])oit Stalin against the Central C^ommittee*. 

Stalin was su|)pi'essing his own faction which had helped 
and was still helping him to suppress all his opponents. Within 
his own faction he had set up a narrower faction of his own, 
working through secret agents, passwords, codes, &c. LL‘ was 
desperately anxious to destroy the opposition to the end hence 
the decree of 20 February in order to be free to settle accounts 
w ith his own followers and his owui entourage. The men of the 
‘apparatus’ should thercToie in their own interest refus(‘ to do 
Stalin’s bidding only in this way could they sav(' themselves. 

Stalin’s strength has alw’ays lain in the mac hinc, not in himself. . . . 
Severed from the machine. . . . Stalin . . . lepiesents nothing. ... It 
is time to pait wdth the Stalin myth. It is time that you should 
place your trust in the w^oiking class and its genuine, not its counter- 
feit, party. . . . You wish to proceed along the [Stalinist] road any 
further? But there is no load further. Stalin has brought you to an 
impasse. . . . It is time to bring under review the wdiolc Soviet 
system and cleanse it ruthlessly from all the filth with which it has 
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overgrown. It is time to carry out at last I.enin’s final and insistent 
advice: ‘Rcitiovt Stalin!’ 

It was (Miipliatirally to the chiefs of the Stalinist bureaucracy 
ratluT ilijii lo the bolshevik rank and file that Trotsky was 
appealing lure. Clommittcd as he was to work for the reform of 
the ruling pai (y, not for its overthrow, he liad to appeal to them, 
]K‘e:ius(‘ only the Ccmtral Committee, composed almost entirely 
ol' St jlinisls, could start a leform in a constitutional manner. 
Tiotsky was in effect prompting the chiefs of the old Stalinist 
faction to initiate —in 1932! — the de-Stalinization that some of 
them were to carry out twenty-odd years later, after Stalin’s 
death. This appead, though it was not to be heeded, was by no 
means pointless, for the conflict between Stalin and his old 
associates and folloAV^crs was to end fatally for most of the latter, 
Trotsky, w^atehing their conflict, was by no means inclined to 
belittle its significance, even though he played it down in some 
of his more exoteric writings. This, we knowg was the most 
dangerous and gloomy moment in Soviet history, when the 
nation came to feel the full force of tlu' calamity in agriculture 
and of famine, and when inflationary chaos threatened to dis- 
rupt its toilsome industrial advance. ‘Adversities and frustra- 
tions ])iled up upon one another; Stalin’s popularity was at its 
nadir. He w^atched tensely the waves of discontent rising and 
beating against the walls of the Kremlin’, so we have described 
this moment elsctvhcrc.^ The discontent, it should be added, not 
only beat against tlie w^nlls of the Kremlin; it breached them. 

The discord between Stalin and his entourage had shown 
itself as early as 1930, when, in the statement ‘On Dizziness 
from Su((’('ss’, he demonstratively disavowed the use of 
violence in colhu tivization and, over the head of the Central 
Committee', ])resented himself to the country^ as the peasantry’s 
sole protector. The Central Committee protested; and Stalin 
had to tell the nation that the whole Committee and not he 
alone had called for a halt to the violence. The next dissension 
w^as occasioned by Yaroslavsky’s temporary eclipse in the same 
year. Yaroslavsky was a pillar of the Stalinist faction, the most 
ferocious guardian of its orthodoxy, and the author of a text- 
book on party history, a feat of falsification which had been 


’ Deiilsclier, Stalin^ p. * 332 . 
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hailed as a reliable guide through the doctrinal maze of the 
inner party struggle and had been crammed into the party’s 
mind. It was precisely this textbook that now brought about 
Yaroslavsky’s disgrace. Stalin suddenly found it teeming with 
heresies and ordered it to be banned. Yaroslavsky, having 
composed the book in the niiicteen-lwenti('S, could not carry 
falsification to the point that suited Stalin in 1931. The forger 
of history does not work in a vacuum : the scope' lie can give 
himself and the insolence he can afford depend on how large 
and heavy is the oblivion which time, indifference, and previous 
falsification have already cast on men and events; and in the 
nineteen-twenties, Yaroslavsky had to reckon with the fact that 
many of liis readers still had relatively frt'sh memories of the 
years of revolution and civil war. In 1931 Stalin required 
forgeries far more massive. As he grew in sheer ])owcr, he 
required the cloth of history to be cut to his measure ever anew. 
A few years earlier it was enough fu' any Stalinist text to 
denounc(' Trotsky as a ‘dewiator’ from Bolshevism and to hail 
Stalin as the reliable interpreter of Liaiinism. Now the writer 
of any textbook had to biand Trotsky as one who had always 
been a rabid counter-revolutionary; d('])ict him as a traitor 
even at the time' when he was President of the' Petrograd Soviet 
and Commissar of War; make people forget that the villain 
had ever held sucli exalted posts; clothe Stalin with all splend- 
our of wdiich Trotsky had been stripped; and establish un- 
questionably the apostolic succession of Marx-Pngcls-Lenin- 
Stalin. It was not in the inte'rest of the Stalinist faction at large, 
but only in that of Stalin’s autocracy, that falsification should 
bc' carried to such extremes. Yaroslavsky’s History had repre- 
sented the Stalinists’ viewpoint at the time w^hen tlu'y still 
treated Stalin as primus inter pates: it had therefore' ('xtollcd 
Stalinism but had not glorified Stalin himself and Uk' super- 
human genius that entitled him to set himself above his own 
faction. Yaroslavsky had therefore to bc struck down. But such 
was the dismay this caused even among Stalin’s henchmen that 
soon his disgrace had to be lifted.^ 

More dramatic was the deposition, also in 1931, of Ryazanov 
from the post of Director of the Marx-Engels Institute. The 

^ The author was in Moscow at that lime and heard many agitated cxpiessions 
of that dismay from most ‘orthodox* party members. 
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celebrated Marxian scholar had long since withdrawn from 
political activity and had, despite his old friendship with 
Trotsky, bcliavcd towards Stalin with complete loyalty, 
devoting all his energy to the Institute’s rich archives and 
library. by his mere presence at the Institute he kept alive a 
scholarly ti adition of classical Marxism just whem Stalin was 
anxious to turn the Institute into a shrine of his pcTSonal cult. 
Rya/aTiov was therefore expelled and deported from Moscow 
iinch'r the ]nctcxl that he had plotted with the Menslu'viks to 
suppress some of Marx's unpublished writings.^ 

Clonnc'cted with these affairs was Stalin's notorious attack 
on the editors of Proletarskaya Revoliiisia^ whom he accused of 
trafficking in ‘Trotskyist contraband’. Tlie journal had pub- 
lished an historical c^ssay on the prc'-i9i4 Bolshevik attitude 
towards Rosa Luxemburg, duly acknowledging her revolution- 
ary and Marxist merits. There was nothing unusual in this, for 
ever since Luxemburg’s assassination in 1919, communists paid 
rc^gular and sedemn tribute to her mcmiory; after 1924 the* 
anniversaries of Lenin’s, Luxemburg’s, and Liebknecht’s 
deaths wcie annually observed in a single solemn celebration 
of the ‘Three L’s'. Stalin now denounced Luxemburg's ideas as 
inherently hostile to Bolshevism and akin to Trotskyism. The 
kinship was undeniable; but hitherto the Stalinists had fought 
against the living leader of the Opposition, not against a ghost. 
Stalin came to suspect that in paying homage to the ghost they 
slyly aimed at rc‘habilitating Trotsky. 

1 think [he wrote] that the editors have* been actuated by that 
rollen liberalism which is now fairly \\ides|)read among some 
Bolsheviks. Some think that Trotskyism is a school of thought 
within communism, a faction which has, to be sure, committed 
mistake s, clone not a few silly things, and even be haved at times in 
an anti-Soviet manner; but that it is all the same a ceunmunist 
faction. It is hardly necessary to pe)int e)ut that such a view of 

1 Trolsk\’s defence of Rya/anov is in B.O.^ nos. 21-22, May-June 1931. As 
director of tlie Marx-Engels Inslitntc Ryaznov had done rnoie than anyone to 
assemble at the Institute the papers of Marx and Engels. He obtained among 
other things a number of Marx’s letters to Kaulsky, which Kautsky yielded on 
condition that some of them, containing strictures of him, would not be published 
in his lifetime. Rya/ranov, bound by his word, refrained from publishing these; and 
no one held this against him until Stalin needed a pretext for squeezing him out 
of the Institute and discrediting him. 
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Trotskyism is profoundly mistaken and harmful. Actually, 1 rotsky- 
ism is the spearhead of tlie counter-revolutionary bourgeoisie, waging 
the struggle against communism. . . . Trotskyism is the vanguard of 
the counter-revolutionary l^ourgeoisie. That is why liberalism to- 
wards it . . . ]x)rdcrs on erime and on betrayal of the working 
class. ^ 

It was not only with the ‘rotten liberalism’ of his own 
entourage that Stalin was at loggerheads. He had to contend 
with more direct challenges. Within the Central Committee 
and around it ev('r ik'w groups of malcontents formed. The 
affairs of Riutin, Slepkov, Syrtsov, and Lominadze had dragged 
on for ov(‘r two ye ars now. All four had in turn b(*en dc'moted, 
denounced, half-rehabililated, and once again branded as 
conspiiMtors. Stalin and the Central C^ommittee could not agree 
on just how guilty these meai were and what was to be the 
measure ol' their punishment, lii se veral new' ‘conspirator- 
ial factienis’ were unmasked, a group led by A. Smirnov, former 
Commissar of Agriculture, Kysmont, a Commissar of Supplies, 
and Tolmaehew, a Transport Commissar; ane)ther group, that 
of Konor, Kovarsky, and Vulf, was unee)ve*red in the Com- 
missariat e)f Agriculture; and ‘networks of opposition’ wen"e 
found te) e'xist in the ti ade unions and varie)us Cenmnissariats.^ 
The leaders of tlic'se groups had not engaged in any real 
cons])iracy. Those of them who were members of the Central 
Committee had merely exercised their statutory right in trying 
to persuade their colleagues that Stalin’s policies were pernic- 
ious, that he was guilty^ of abusing his power, and that the 
Central Committee should depose him as its General Secretary. 
They circulated memoranda to this (‘ffect and sought to obtain 
the moral support of previous oppositions. Thus Riutin sought 
Zinoviev’s and Kamenev’s advice; while Eysmont and Tol- 
machev appealed to Tomsky and Rykov. In the course of the 
years 1931 and 1932 Stalin pressed the Politbureau and the 
Central Committee to give him a free hand in dealing wdth these 


1 Slalin, Sothinenvd, vol. Xlll, pp. 98-99. 

Vopov, N., Oull'me I/n/ory of ihe C'.P.S.U. (h), vol. II, ])p. [^91, 399, 18-19, 
434; K.P.S.S. V Rczoliibyahh, v'ol II, p. 742. The t ast\s ol all these ‘dcviationists’ 
were the subjects of various ‘coulessions’ in the Moscow trials ol 1937-8 — see the 
Verbatim Reports o\' trials. See also Seige, Mernoires d\m Revolutiomiaire^ pp. 280-1, 
and B.O., no. 31 and passim. 
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critics. Hc‘ met with resistance in the Committee; and even the 
G.P.U. wns reluctant to act.^ 

CJrll^ after many delays could he, in November 1932 and 
Januai y i9335 expel some of the malcontents and pronounce a 
IK \v ( xroinimmication on Zinoviev and Kamenev, who were 
OIK e a,L;aii] banished from Moscow, this time to Siberia. 
During tliis, his second deportation, Zinoviev allegedly stated 
lijKl the greatest mistake of his life, greater even than his 
opposition to Lenin (luring the days of the October revolution, 
ii.icl bt'en liis decisiem to d(^S(nt Trotsky and to capitulate to 
Stalin in f92 7. Soon therc'after Preobrazhensky, Ivan Smirnov, 
Mraclikovsky, Muralov, Ter-Vaganyan, and many other 
capitulators were once again expelled and irnprisonc'd; they 
were perse cuted evem more cruelly than tlu' Oppositionists who 
had never surrendered. Towards the end of the year it seemed 
that tlu' Oj)position had regained the ground it had lost since 
1927. A contemporary report thus describes the effect of the 
persecution of the capitulators: ‘These old rcwolutioiiarics, 
experienced political leaders, have made an attempt to lind a 
common language with the men of the apparatus. I’hc attempt 
lasted nearly four years and has ended in failure. Wlum they 
capitulated tlu* party cells were told that '‘all the old Bolsheviks 
had broken with the Opposition”. This argument undoubtedly 
made a great impression. . , . NcrW the arrest of the [capitul- 
ators] is making an even stronger impression, but in the 
opposite direction: “Wcdl”, say many, “the Left Opposition 
has been right after all, if so many of those who deserted it arc 
now returning to it.” They were not in truth returning of their 
own accord — Stalin drove them out of the party because he 
feared their presence there during this early phase of his conflict 
with his own followers and the disarray in his own entourage. 
Just at the time of Zinoviev’s and Kamenev’s second deporta- 
tion, Nadia Aliluyeva, Stalin’s wife, committed suicide: she had 
broken dowai under the burden of remorse at the way her 
husband manage^d the affairs of party and state. 

Such then were the circumstances in which Trotsky urged 

1 III Ills ‘secret’ speceli at llic TwenticHli Congrcbs N. Khrushchev made public a 
telegram wliieli Stalin and Zhdanov sent to the Politbureau on 25 September 
1936, chiding the ChlMJ. lor being ^Jotir yeais behind' in ‘unmasking’ Trotskyist- 
/inovievist conspiracies. N. Klirushchev, The Delhronemeni of Stalin^ p. 12. 

“ See Clorrespondence from Moscow in B, 0 ., no. 33. 
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Stalin’s entourage to carry out at last Lenin’s will and ‘remove 
Stalin’. This was not on his part merely an impulsiv^e reaction 
to the decree which deprived him of citizenship. He reckoned 
with the possibility that Stalin's autocratic ambition might at 
last shock the nuai of tlie ruling group and arouse them to act in 
their self-defence. When one considers that five or six years 
hence Stalin was to order the execution of g8 out of the 139 
members and deputy members of the Central Committee (and 
of 1, 108 out of the 1,966 delegates to the Seventeenth Party 
Congress) and thus to (‘xterminate the* majoi ity of the Slalinist 
‘cadres’, nearly three' quarters of their elite, one may well admit 
that Trotsky, in addressing these cadres, had enough reason to 
invoke not only his, the Opposition’s, and the parly's interests, 
but also the dictates of their own self-preservation. ‘Save 
yomselves — this is your last chance!’ he said in effect to those 
Stalinists who were presently to become victims of Stalin’s 
terror, l ie urged im n like Khiushchev and Alikoyan to ‘cleanse 
the Soviet state of the lilth will) which it was overgrown’ twenty- 
four yeais befoic' they w('r(‘ leady to start with this, and when 
then' was still far less filth to be cleansed than there' would be 
later. He knew, of (ourse, that even il' tlu'y de'cided to act 
against Stalin they would do so half’-luarte'dly and would be 
lu'ld back by a thousand inhibitions. He neveithcless envisaged 
a ‘united fioiit’ with them and offered them his critical support, 
confident that once the movement against Stalin was started, 
he and his followers would (ome to the fore.^ 

He did what he could to give heart to the Stalinist mal- 
contents. Lyova, who from Berlin was in closer touch with the 
turmoil in Moscow, was especially eager that he should do so. 
Reports from Moscow continued to dwell on the exasperation 
among the Stalinists and on the talk about the need to ‘remove 
Stalin’. But the same reports indicated that the Stalinist 
malcontents were terrified at the mere thought of Trotsky’s 
return. ‘If Trotsky came back’, they said, ‘he would shoot us 
all.’ Or: ‘He will revenge himself for all that we have done to 
him and his followers and he will put thousands of us before the 
firing squads.’ Stalin played on this fear and whipped it up. 
‘This indicates along what line we ought to move’, Trotsky 

^ Ibid., no. 27 . Hilling llio ycai if) 3 - I'rot.sky often returned to tliis sidijec t in his 
correspondence with Lyovii. 



THE PROPHET OUTCAST 


174 

wrote to his son. ‘In no case should we frighten people with 
slogans or ibrimilas which could be interpreted as expressing 
any int('ntion ... to take revenge. The closer the showdown . . . 
the softtM’ and the more conciliatory should be the manner in 
whi('h we sj)(‘ak, although wc should not, of course*, make any 
concessions of principle.’^ In the Bulletin and in a special leaflet 
de*signed for circulation in Russia, Trotsky thus sought to 
leassLire those who feared his revenge: 

All end must, of couise, be pul to the Bonapaitist re^gime of a 
single leader whom every one is forced to worship an end must be 
pul to this shameful distortif)n of the idea ejf a revolutionary party. 
But v\4iat matters is that the system be changed not that individuals 
be ostiaei/cd. The Stalinist clique assiduously spreads the rumour 
that the Left Opposition will return . . . sword in hand, and that its 
first jol) will be to wreak ruthless revenge on its adversaries. . . . 
This j)oisoned lie must be repudiated. . . . Revenge is not a political 
sentiment. liolsheviks-Leninists have never been guided l)y it; least 
of' all shall we be guided by it. We know all too wtII tin* . . . causes 
that have driven tens of thousands of party men into the blind 
alley. . . . We arc pre])ar(‘d to work hand in hand whth everyone wher 
is whiling to reconstitute the ])arty and forestall a catastrophe.- 

However, this was the year 1932, not 1953 or 1956. Despite 
th(‘ signs that seemed to augur it, tlu* movement against Stalin 
did not materialize. The ‘men of tin* apparatus' were unable 
to act against their chief. The fear of IVotsky's return and 
r(*venge was not the most important of tin* inhibitions that 
held them back. It was the very decomposition of the Stalinist 
fac tion that rendered them incapable. Stalin dominated them 
by dividing them, setting up idval caucuses and forming his 
pri'torian guard, the members of which knew no loyalty to 
erstwhih* comrades and were willing to promote his personal 
rule. This was tlic ‘secret staff’ working through its own agents 
with ‘secret passwords and codes’ which Trotsky had men- 
tioned; and these were the ‘quintets’, ‘sextets’, and ‘septets’ 
which, according to Khrushchev, Stalin set up within the 
Politbureau and the Central Committee and through which he 
reduced the latter to impotence. The arts which had gained him 
power did not fail to maintain it. He was able to spot any 
hostile stirring within the Central Committee* before it had the 

J 'Trotsky’s letters to Lyova of i 7, 24 aiul 30 October 1932. “ B.O., no. 33. 
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time to spread. No group of malcontents, not even one com- 
posed of the most influential Stalinists, could voice any critic- 
ism and try to influence others in the hierarchy, for no sooner 
had they tried than they were 'unmasked’ and stigmatized as 
traitors. 

Yet the secret caucuses, the 'quintets’, the ‘sextets’, and 
Stalin’s other conspiratorial devices would have counted for 
little if the malcontents had not been paralysed by a fear that 
had hamstrung all previous oppositions. They were afiaid that 
any move against Stalin might becomt' the signal for an ex- 
plosion of populai' discontent and set the stage lor a counter- 
revolution whicli would engulf together with Stalin all his 
Bolshevik adversaries. This fear haunted I'rotsky as well. He 
still saw no solution to the dilemma that had beset him in the 
ninteen-twenties. Shortly after he had made his dramatic 
appeal and concluded it with the words 'Remove Stalin’, he 
had second thoughts. In October 1932 he wrote to his son: 

I’he slogan 'lemove Stalin’ is correct in a definite, specific sense 
[tlie sense in whicli Lenin used it when lie advised the Central 
Committee to elect another Ceiieral Secietary|. . . . If wc were 
strong now . . . there would be no danger at all in advancing this 
slogan, lint at present Miliukov, the Mensheviks, and Thcrmiclor- 
ians of all sorts . . . will wdllingly echo the ci\ 'remove Stalin’. Yet, 
it ma\ still hajipen within a few months that Stalin may have to 
defend himsell eigainst 'I’hermidorian pressuie, and that we may 
have temporal ily to suppoit him. Wc have not yet left this stage 
behind us. . . . I’his being so, the slogan 'down with Stalin’ is 
ambiguous and should not be raised as a war cry at this mo- 
ment. . . .^ 

At the same time I’rotsky stated in the Bullelw: Tf the bur- 
eaucratic equilibrium in the U.S.S.R. [i.e. Stalin’s rule] were to 
be upset at present, this would almost certainly benefit the 
forces of counter-revolution.’^ 

To the Stalinist malcontents in Moscow , not to speak of the 
capitulators, this euphemism amounted to advising them to 
hold their lire. If even Trotsky thought ‘Down with Stalin’ 
was too hazardous, how much more risky must that cry have 

^ The Archives^ Cllosed Section. 

“ B.O., ibid. It is interestini^ to uoU* tliat it waspaitly on Lyova's proin])tiJii’ that 
Trotsky came out with this disavowal ol the slogan ‘Down with Stalin’. 
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sounded to them. What then were they to do? ‘You wish to 
proceed along the Stalinist road any further? But there is no 
road further’, Trotsky had told them in March. ‘Stalin has 
brought you to an impasse.’ They now learned that there was 
no way Ijaek either, and that all they could do was to try to 
survive' in the impasse and hope that time and the nation’s 
])i ogress would lead them out of it. They concluded that in the 
]U(‘a]itiine they had to bow to the inevitable; and they were to 
bow to il lor over two decades, till Stalin’s death. 


Zinoviev or Kamenew had once told Trotsky that Stalin 
would revenge himself on him and his children and grand- 
children ‘until the third and fourth generation’. Now indeed 
the biblical vengance struck Trotsky’s family. The decree 
which deprived him of Soviet nationality robbed of it also those 
of his relatives wlio shared his exile; and it forbade them to 
return to the Soviet Union. This immediately afl'ected Zina. 
She found herself cut off from her husband and younger child, 
and without the hope of ever l)eing able to rejoin them. 

SIic had now spent over four months in the German capital. 
The unfamiliar city and its })olitical drama at first so engrossed 
her that to her doctors’ satisfaction she appeared to recover her 
balance. The improvement was superficial, and the doctors 
may have been misled by a patient too proud to reveal to them 
her disturbed mind. She stubbornly resisted psychoanalytical 
investigation. ‘The doctors have only confused me,’ she con- 
fessed later, ‘but I have confused them, poor creatures, much 
more. . . .’ Her emotional strains were imdiminished. Her 
adoration fbr her father was still at odds with her grievance. 
In her thoughts and correspondence she returned to their last 
parting: she resented its strange coolness and his remoteness 
and Olympian superiority. She brooded over his words: ‘You 
are an astonishing person, I have never met anyone like you’; 
and she pined over their uncomprehending severity. She 
yearned for warmer contact by correspondence; but he wrote 
rarely, more rarely, at any rate, than she wished; and in his 
letters, though full of concern for her, she still felt him frigid 
and distant. 

I’ll ere was also her discord with Lyova. She could not get 
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along with him even though there was no one in Berlin closer 
to her, and even though their father begged them to sustain 
each other in their plight. She reproached Lyova too with 
lack of compassion; and the mere sight of him aroused all 
her agonizing jealousy. ‘Every time I see him’, she wrote very 
shortly after she had come to Berlin, ‘I suffer a nervous break- 
down.’^ She avoided meeting him; and he was, anyhow, too 
busy with his political work and the Hochschiilc. His very busyness, 
which came from his close bonds with their father, excited her 
envy: she contrasted it with her own ‘passivity and uselessness’ 
and despised herself as ‘Zina the idler’. 

The ukase which deprived her of the prospect of a return to 
Russia sharpened her loneliness and insecurity. Her father 
advised her to protest at the Soviet Embassy, calmly and 
moderately: perhaps if they realized in Moscow that she was 
not engaged in political activity but only trying to repair her 
health, they might exempt her from the decree.® Wc do not 
know whether she acted on this advice; she did not, in any case, 
regain her nationality. Meanwhile, her doctors reached the 
conclusion that to recover she should rejoin her family in Russia 
and resume as soon as possible a normal existence in her proper 
environment. 'This was precisely what she could not do. An 
outcast, lonely in the huge and alien city, I'eeling estranged from 
one half of her family, and reproaching luaself with having 
abandoned the other, her nervous bre akdowns and fits of 
absent-mindedness became more frequent. She had no choice 
but to return reluctantly to the psychoanalyst’s couch, from 
which she emerged to stare at the vast political lunacy that was 
overtaking the nation in whose midst fate had thrown her. 

In her letters she described the misery and the torment of 
Germany, interspersing her descriptions with acute political 
observations and mordant Galgenhumor, When she first wTote to 
her father to tell him how worried she was at being cut off 
from Russia and her next of kin there, she told him also that she 
was quite as much depressed by the ‘Red plebiscite’ and the 
confusion and demoralization in the German working class. ^ 

^ See e.g., Zina’s Ictteis and postcards to her father of 26 February, 30 May, 
7 June 1932. 

2 See Trotsky’s correspondence with his children of March 1932. 

3 See her letter of 26 February 1932. 
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She foJlowcd eagerly Trotsky’s ‘German campaign’; but the 
gratification this gave her was spoiled by the sense that she 
was excluded from his work and political interests: ‘There is 
no purpose in corresponding with Papa . . . the doubting 
Thomas’, she said in a letter. ‘He is further and further above 
the clouds in the regions of high policy . . . and I am mostly 
stuck in psychoanalytical swinishness’.^ Her own vision of the 
political turmoil was heightened by the convulsive insight of 
the insane eye. There arc phrases in her correspondence as 
rich and sarcastic as if they had come from the pen of her own 
father. Like a refrain there occurs an image of Berlin, hungry 
and drunken, full of the tramping of heavy boots, and swelling 
up with despair and bloodthirstiness. ‘Berlin is singing . . . 
all the time, often in a voice hoarse with drunkenness or 
hunger. . . . This is a gay city, very gay indeed. , . . And think 
only that old Krylov was so rash as to say that no one would 
ever sing on an empty stomach.’^ 

The doom-laden city bewitched her; she became attached 
to it as if she belonged to it; she lived through all its tremblings 
and fevers. Early in June 1932, when Hitler’s Stormtroops, 
unscathed by Briining’s ban, re-emerged in riotous triumph, 
I^yova urged her to leave Berlin, to go to Vienna, and there, in a 
calmer atmosphere, to continue the psychoanalytical cure. 
Himself inconvenienced by the police, he feared that she too 
would be troubled. She resented the advice, dismissed the fears, 
and complained to Prinkipo that Lyova bossed and bullied her. 
When her father repeated Lyova’s advice, she answered in a 
strangely reverential tone, saying that she did not even dare to 
protest; but then she dwelt on her fondness for Berlin and 
refused to budge. Even her father’s and brother’s concern 
humiliated her. Had not her father said so many times that the 
fate of Europe, nay, of mankind, was being decided in Berlin 
for decades ahead? Was this not why he had wished Lyova 
to be on the spot? Had he not refused to accept a German 
Trotskyist as a secretary, saying that it would be a shame if at 
such a time a single one of his followers absented himself from 
the political battlefield? Why then should she be asked to 
leave? She felt rejected and degraded.® 

As loneliness was grinding her down, the doctors asked that 

^ Letter of 30 May. Letters of 7 June and 17 August 1932. ^ Ibid. 
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at least the child she had left on Prinkipo should be brought 
to her to occupy her mind and give her some responsibility. 
But the child, too, was affected by the decree of 20 February: 
at the age of six Seva was a ‘stateless political emigre’, officially 
registered as such — a problem for consular dispensers of travel- 
ling permits and visas. Applications were turned down on the 
ground that he could travel only with one of his parents or 
grandparents. The child had been badly upset by his mother’s 
absence and by her messages imploring him not to forget 
her and promising that she would return very soon — it was 
with difficulty that she was persuaded not to send such messages. 
Now the expectation of a reunion and the suspense put on edge 
the child’s nerves — and the nerves of the whole family. 

In her distress Zina was less and less able to look after herself, 
even to manage reasonably her monthly allowance and 
expenses. 1 She reproached herself with being a burden to her 
father; and she moved to a low-grade boarding-house, where 
she lived among tramps and rowdies, and often had to stand 
between them, and separate them when they came to 
blows. Any attempt by her brother or even father to get her 
out of such circumstances and to manage her money affairs for 
her aroused her resentment and provoked nervous attacks. 
After one breakdown she wrote an angry postcard to her father 
blaming him for the attack and asking to be left in peace. ^ 

Zina's sufferings and the strain they put on Trotsky did some- 
thing to trouble his relations with I.yova, whom he expected to 
show more patience and alfcction towards her. Yet his reliance 
and dependence on Lyova grew ever stronger and more 
vulnerable. He lavished praise for the way he managed the 
Bulletin and the political work; and he went on confiding his 
thoughts, consulting him, and inviting criticism. He was 
touched by Lyova’s self-denial and dedication, of which he 
had a thousand proofs. (Again and again he remonstrated with 
Lyova for being over-scrupulous with money accounts and 
spending his living allowance on the Bulletin.^) Yet again and 
again he suspected that the concord in their views and ideas 

^ This is how Lyov^a described her condition io a letter to his father of 26 Novem- 
ber 1932. 

2 Zina to Trotsky, 5 and 24 October 1932. 

2 See, for instance, Trotsky’s letter of 1 1 May 1932. 



,8o the prophet outcast 

sprang from filial piety only, that filial piety which he found 
so gratifying and so irritating. The more tense and weary he 
became, I he more exacting, even whimsical, grew the 
demands he made on his son. His loneliness and isolation, as 
Natahci ])iit it, showed itself in the impatience with which he 
await(’d letters from Lyova. When for a few days there was no 
mail from Berlin he exploded with anger, accused Lyova of 
indillcrence, and even insulted him; then he grew angry with 
liiniself, full of pity for his son, and even more fretful.^ 

Lyova’s pack ol' personal troubles was also heavy enough. 
From Moscow his wife wrote harrowing letters about their 
broken lives and their child’s unhappiness. He had gone 
abroad despite lier protests and tears, she reminded him, in 
order to be with his parents and protect his father; now he was 
neither with his parents nor with his wife and child. It was no 
use trying to explain to her what his lot would have been in 
Russia -she was a simple working woman, ill, poverty-stricken, 
and in despair; and she threatened to commit suicide.^ He 
could do nothing to relieve her plight, except to send her 
money. Nor did his liaison with Jeanne Molinier turn out to be 
mucli happier. Only devotion to his father’s cause helped him 
to gel away from his private worries and frustrations. Unflin- 
chingly he carried out the thousand-and-onc instructions from 
Prinkipo; kept in touch with all the scattered Trotskyist groups; 
harassed the Russian printers to bring out the Bulletin on time; 
saw to it that his father’s topical brochures were promptly 
translated into German and published; bargained witli literary 
agents; and for hours roamed, often hungry, the streets of 
Berlin in the hope of meeting a countryman on assignment 
abroad or a western tourist en route to Russia, through whom a 
piece of information could be obtained or a message trans- 
mitted. On top of this, he followed pedantically his course in 
imithematics and physics; and in the small hours of the night he 
conversed with his parents by correspondence. Nothing made 
him feel more wretched than his father’s ill-humour or any 
intimation that his efforts did not come up to expectations. He 

^ 'I'hc description is based on Natalya’s correspondence, especially her letter to 
Lyova of 27 July 1932 in the Closed Section of The Archives. 

“Her letter to this effect is among the family correspondence in the Closed 
Section of The Arthn'c\ 
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found it hard to dispel paternal displeasure, to explain himself, 
to ask for an explanation, or to apologize; it was only to his 
mother that he grieved and complained. 

Natalya, frail and suffering, caught in the dangerous tangle 
of Zina’s emotions, and torn sometimes between husband and 
son, did what she could. She had enough insight to grasp clearly 
the predicament of each of them, enough love to feel with each, 
and enough fortitude to try and sustain each. In her letters 
she explained to Lyova Zina’s problem, and again and again 
she conveyed to both Lyova and Zina the unbearable tension 
in which their^father lived, presenting all the time a heroic front 
to a hostile world — what was the wonder that now and then 
within the family circle his endurance snapped ? ‘The trouble 
with father, as you know, is never over the great issues, but over 
the tiny ones’. In the great problems liis patience was infinite; 
over trivialities he was easily annoyed and even petulant. This, 
she begged the children, must never make them forget or doubt 
his deep and passionate love for them. ‘Your pain is the pain of 
all three of us’, she wrote to Lyova, imploring him to write more 
often to father, and to write ‘inspiring’ letters, and also to give 
Zina more warmth and attention. Yet at times the blows were 
too heavy even for Natalya's vigilant fortitude. ‘What is to be 
done — nothing can be done’, these resigned words occur not 
rarely in her letters to Lyova; and once she confessed to him: 
T am writing as you are, with my feelings closed and my eyes 
closed.’^ 


This was the late summer of 1932. It was now three and a 
half years since Trotsky had arrived in Prinkipo. All this time 
he had worked hard, pursuing his various interests, neglecting 
none of his correspondents, filling the pages of the Bulletin^ 
and writing, apart from a dozen minor books and brochures. 
My Life and the three large volumes of the History, (He sent 
out the last Appendix closing the third volume to Alexandra 
Ramm on 29 June.) These had been years of prodigious labour, 
all the more so because, spurning easy writing, he had repeat- 
edly redrafted almost every chapter of every one of his books, 
slaving patiently over every page and almost every phrase. 

^ Many of' Natalya’s letters are undated. 
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Thcgn •at toil had tired him. His head was full of new literary 
plans: he intended to write a History of the civil war, a Life of 
Lenin, a joint Life of Marx and Engels, and other books. But 
c ircumstances did not favour his settling down to a major work; 
and lie nc'cded a rest. More than ever he chafed at his confine- 
ment to Prinkipo^; and political events made him restless. The 
trickle of news that was coming out ol' Russia was just enough to 
exasperate him. In Germany socialists and communists were 
moving along their beaten tracks at the very brink of disaster. 
His campaign was making no impact. I’he strength of the 
trotskyist group there was less than negligible. And in the 
Oj 3 position\s international organization trouble was brewing: 
in its Jhalin Secretariat the brothers Sobolcvicius, who had 
only recently supported him in his controversy against the 
ultra-left Leninbund, now adopted a disquiet ingly conciliatory 
attitude towards Stalinism. Oh, if only he could get away from 
his enchanted and accursed island and find himself closer to the 
main currents of political life and to — civilization ! 

Early in the autumn Danish Social Democratic students 
invited him to come to Copenhagen and lecture on the fifteenth 
anniversary of the October Revolution. He had received quite 
a few such invitations before; but there had never been any 
chanc(‘ of his being allowed to appear anywhere in Europe. ^ 
He doubted whether the Danish Social-Democratic Govern- 
m(*nt would give him a visa, but this time he accepted the 
invitation. When he received the visa, he was at once ready for 
the journey. At the back of his mind was a vague hope that he 
might not need to return, although he was prudent enough to 
secure the Turkish re-entry permit. He and Natalya also hoped 
to be able to take Seva to Copenhagen, and from there to send 
Ijirn to Zina. But they could not obtain travelling permits for 
th(‘ child; and they had to leave him at Prinkipo under the 
care of one of the secretaries. 

On 14 November, accompanied by Natalya and three 
secretaries, I’rotsky sailed from Constantinople. He registered 
as Mr. Sedov, a stateless passenger; but his incognito could not 

3 l^Liiing all his Prmkipo years Trotsky went out to Constantinople only once or 
twice to visit tlic Basilica ol Si. Sophia and to see a dentist. 

“ Intel aha a group of Edinburgh students asked him lor permission to put for- 
ward his candidature in the elections of a Rector of their University — he politely 
declined the honour. {The Archives.) 



REASON AND TTNREASON 183 

shield him from public curiosity— - it only thickened the aura 
of mystery and scandal that surrounded him. Pravda^ paraphras- 
ing Bernard Shaw, jeered at the ‘escaped lion’; and the jeer 
unintentionally conveyed something of the nervousness with 
which governments, police headquarters, and the Press of 
many countries watched his progress. Had he traversed Europe 
as the head of a real and powerful conspiracy, and had multi- 
tudes of followers hailed him, liis journey could not have 
aroused more commotion than it did, when he travelled as an 
outcast, denied the protection of any government, and accom- 
panied only by an elderly ailing woman and a few young 
devotees; and when his sole set purpose was to deliver a lecture. 
Wild rumour ran ahead. Newspapers speculated on tlie real 
purpose of his trip; they had no doubt that the lecture was a 
mere pretext : some said that he was to meet secretly an envoy of 
Stalin somewhere in Europe; others that he was about to 
mount his final conspiracy against Stalin. At Greek and Italian 
ports of call reporters besieged him, but he refused to talk to 
them. He was not allowed to visit Athens. At Naples he left 
ship and under police escort visited the ruins of Pompeii. The 
French forbad(^ him to disembark at Marseilles; out at sea 
their ])()lice ordered him to transfer to a small motor-boat 
which took him to a forsaken little jetty outside Marseilles, 
where he lanch^d. FIc was rushed through France by car and 
train, with only one hour’s stop in Paris, so that reporters who 
pursued him all the way from Marseilles were able to pick up 
his trail only at Dunkirk, where he boarded a ship for Denmark. 
Across France he was followed by the curses of right-wing 
newspapers, whose leader writers were b(‘side themselves at the 
thought that the ‘traitor of Brest Litovsk’, the man who had 
‘robbed of tluar savings the widows and orphans’ o(‘ I'rench 
rentiers, should have been allowed to set foot on French soil. 
He tried to calm the excitement and assured reporters that he 
was on ‘a strictly private journey, devoid of all political 
significance’.^ 

On 23 November he arrived in Denmark and was ordered to 
disembark at Esbjaerg so as to be ‘brought to Copenhagen by a 
backstairs entrance’, as Politiken put it. A crowd of communists 

1 His statements to the i'rench Press of the 21 and 22 November 1932. The 
Archives. 
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had come to boo and hiss him; but, according to the same 
paper, ‘the moment Trotsky showed himself there was a deep 
silenc't' (he sense; of a historic personality and perhaps of a 
his(f)rir oce asiorr^ . Reporters noted I'rotsky’s ‘perfect calm’ and 
th(‘ lU'Tvoiisness ol his secretaries and of the organizers of the 
tri]). He liad liardly entered Copenhagen when a member of the 
Royal family, Prince Aage, echoed by a section of the Press, 
denounced ‘the murderer of the Tsar’s family’: the Danish 
Court had not Ibrgottcn that the mother of the last Tsar had 
l)(‘eji a Danish princess. At the same time the Soviet Ambassador 
expressed his government’s concern over the visit. The Social 
Deunocrats gave Trotsky a warm welcome; but the warmth did 
not last. As both the Royal family and the Soviet Embassy 
continued to vent displeasure, the embarrassed Socialist 
Ministers became impatient for his early departure. 

Trotsky did his best to keep out of public sight. He stayid 
in some^^hat eccentric surroundings, in a villa Raymond 
Molinier had hired from a famous danseuse who was away on 
a tour the rooms were crammed with trinkets and the walls 
covered with alluring pictures of the absent hostess, d’hen a 
newspaper disclosed Trotsky’s w^hereal^outs by pul)lishing a 
photograph of the villa; and so he and his companions hurriedly 
niov(‘d away to a pension in a subui b. There were various 
minor incidents. Molinier’s car, which Trotsky used, vanished 
mysteriously. After a few hours the police returned it without 
an ( xplanation and took the owner’s . . . fingerprints. There 
were rumours that Trotsky’s enemies were preparing to disrupt 
the meeting at which he was to lecture. And all the time he was 
giKuded by the police as well as by his followers; only onc(' 
or twice did he go out for short drives through the city. 

fhe; lecture passed without obstruction or disturbance. For 
two hours, speaking in German, lu; addressed an audience of 
about 2,000 people. His theme was the Russian Revolution. 
As the authorities had allowed the lecture on the condition that 
he w ould avoid controversy, he spoke in a somewhat professorial 
manner, giving his listeners the quintessence of the three 
volumes of his just concluded History. His restraint did not 
conceal the depth and force of his conviction; the address was a 

^ Politiken, 24 November 1932; see also Berlirgske Tidcnde and Informacion, of the 
same date. 
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vindication of the October Revolution, all the more effective 
because free of apologetics and frankly acknowledging partial 
failures and mistakes. Nearly twenty-five years later members 
of the audience still recalled the lecture with vivid apprecia- 
tion as an oratorical feat.^ This, incidentally, was the last time 
that Trotsky addressed any large public meeting in person. 

Of his other activities in Copenhagen his interviews and a 
broadcast in English to the United States may be mentioned. 
‘My English, my poor English', he said in the broadcast, ‘is in 
no proportion to my admiration for Anglo-Saxon culture.’ 
Against those who, dwelling on retrograde developments in the 
Soviet Union (and on his own fate), denied the raison d^etre 
of the October Revolution, he pointed out that ‘in criticism 
as in creative activity perspective is needed'. The fifteen years 
since October were only ‘a minute on the clock of history'. The 
AuKuican Civil War too had outraged contemporari(‘S. Yet 
‘out of the Civil War came the present United States, with its 
unbounded practical initiative, its rationalized technology, its 
economic dan. These achievements . . . will [form] part of the 
basis for the new society.’^ He told Americ.in interviewers that 
althougli the 1929 slump had hit their country so severely, 
the position of the United States vis-d-vis the rest of the capitalist 
world was strengthened. He declared to French reporters 
that he would never refuse Stalin his collaboration, if the 
defence of the Soviet Union required it: 'La politique ne connait 
ni rcssenliment personnel rii Lesprit de vengeance. La politique 7 ie 
connait que V ejjicacite 

Four years later, during the Great Purges and at the trial of 
Zinoviev, Kamenev, and others, the prosecution was to base a 
crucial part of its case against 1 Volsky and the defendants on 
the allegation that it was from Copenhagen, in this last week 
of November 1932, that he pulled the strings of a gigantic 
conspiracy and ordered his adherents to assassinate Stalin, 
Voroshilov, and other members of the Politbureau, to sabotage 
industry, to poison masses of Russian workers, and to wreck 

^ In 1956 , 1 lectured in Copenhagen, and was a})proached by quite a few members 
of the audience who spoke to me about the memorable mectuig of 1932 at which 
they had been present. 

2 He made the statement for the Columbia broadcasting System. The Danish 
Radio had refused to broadcast his lecture. The Archives. 

^ Ibid. 
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tlic coiinti y’s rconoinic and military power in order to restore 
eapitalisni. According to Vyshinsky, the Prosecutor-General, it 
was in Clr)p(‘nliagen that, in the presence of his son, Trotsky 
rec( iv(Hl Golzinan, Fritz David, and Berman Yurin, three men 
wlio snl beliind Zinoviev and Kamenev in the dock, and 
tliiough them transmitted his orders. There is no need to refute 
lu re in detail these accusations and the defendants’ ‘confessions’ 
by which they were supported. Stalin’s successors, who upheld 
lli(‘S(‘ accusations for twenty years, no longer do so; at the 
2oth and 22nd Congresses of the Soviet Communist party, 
Khrushchev, still haunted by Trotsky’s ghost, described how 
such charges w(Te concocted and how such ‘confessions’ were 
produced. Even much earlier, during the trials, Trotsky 
knocked the bottom out of the prosecution’s case by exposing 
its absurdities and contradictions. Thus the Hotel Bristol, 
which Vyshinsky was imprudent enough to name as Trotsky’s 
headejuarters in Copenhagen, did not exist in 1932, having 
been dc inolished many years earlier. T.yova, whom Vyshinsky 
depicted as acting in Copenhagen as chief of staff to the leader 
of the terrorists, was not with his father in the Danish capital. 
Trotsky was able to reconstruct every incident of his trip to 
Denmark from his pedantically systematic records, and also to 
call numerous eye-witnesses to testify in his favour.^ 

His entourage in Copenhagen was larger than usual. Apart 
from the three secretaries who had come with him, twenty-five 
of his follo^vcrs, (Germans, Frenchmen, Italians, and others had 
arrived, among them Molinier, Naville, Sneevliet, and Gerard 
Rosenthal, Trotsky’s French allorney. A group of students from 
Hamburg had come to meet him and guard him. Another 
visitor was Oscar Cohn, an eminent German lawycT, Karl 
Eiebknechl’s associate, who acted as Trotsky’s attorney in 
(Germany. Th(‘ ])resencc‘ of so many followers gave Trotsky an 
opportunity to hold an informal ‘international conference’, 
at wdiich they discussed the situation in Germany and the affairs 
ol' the various IVotskyist groups. Nothing could be less like a 
meeting of conspirators than this little gathering of thrilled 
and rather garrulous devotees of an ineffectual sect. ‘Everyone 
talked endlessly’, says the only British participant, ‘except 
Trotsky, who worked hard nearly all the time in his room, either 

^ The Ca\e of Leon Trotskr, pp. 135-73 Closed Section of The Archives. 
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writing or dictating something/^ Five years later every one of 
those present, if he was not in a Nazi prison or concentration 
camp, was to testify that none of the men who, according to 
Vyshinsky, took orders from Trotsky in Copenhagen, was there 
or could have slipped unnoticed through th(' numerous guards. 
The only man with a Russian connexion whom Trotsky 
received was Senin-Sobolevicius. He had come to clear himself 
of the suspicion of being a Stalinist agent, and lie spent an hour 
or two with Trotsky, who treated him not as an agent provocateur 
but as a political opponent : in their correspondence Sobolevi- 
cius had frankly and in part correctly criticized Trotsky for 
underrating Stalin’s industrial achievement and the lasting 
efi'ccts of collectivization. As far as one can judge from their 
subsequc'iit lett(‘rs, their meeting in Cojienhagen ended in a 
patching up of dilferenees. In any case, Sobolcvicius was not to 
appear as witness at any of the Moscow trials. Nor did he, 
apparently, make any other contribution to th(‘ trials, for if In* 
had done so, he would have given the jirosecution a description 
of Trotsky’s surroundings in Copenhagen far more realistic than 
that which Vyshinsky presented. 

Trotsky’s stay in Denmark was thus rather uneventful. After 
his public lecture he spoke only once to a small grf)up of th(‘ 
Danish students who had invited him. His host has recorded this 
curious incident: 

Trotsky and five or six otlicis were in in> home wlu-n suddenly 
I had a telephone call from a friend, who told me tliat a newspaper 
had just come out with a telegram from Moscow that Zinoviev had 
died, d’rotsky rose, deeply moved ... ‘I have fought against Zin- 
oviev . . .’, he said. Tn some matters I was united with him. 1 know 
his mistakes, but at this moment 1 will not think about them, I will 
think only about the fact that throughout he tried to work for the 
labour movement. , . Trotsky continued lo honour in elocjuent 
phrases the memory of his dead adversary and co-fighter ... it was 
very moving to hear his solemn speech in this little giouj).^ 

No outsider, not even Trotsky’s friends and secretaries, was 

1 The British participant, to whom 1 am olDliRed for Ins impressions, was Mr. 
Harry Wicks. He was to try to tniiLsmil 7’rotsky’s writings to the U.S.S.R. througli 
Russian sailors calling at British ports, and 'I'lotsky gave him a letter auth<^ri/jng 
liim to do so. 

^ The Ca:>e of Leon Trohky, p. i.jy 'J'hc rumour about Zinovn^v's death was 
denied next day. 
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aware ol I lie frustration and pain he lived through in Copen- 
hag(:n. It was galling cnougli for him to have to cross the whole 
of Europe, w ith all the precautions this required and amid all 
the iiostiJe uproar, only in order to deliver a lecture in Denmark 
and then to have to go back to Prinkipo. He made piteous 
cdloits to postpone return, if not to escape it. To American 
journalists he remarked wistfully how much he would have liked 
to |)r iible for a time to ‘watch the world panorama from New 
York’, which would be like surveying a horizon ‘from the top 
ol'a skyscraper’. ‘Is it a Utopian dream, 1 ask you, to think that 
I should be able to work in one of the great American libraries 
for two or three months ? I’he good example set by the Danish 
(jovernment will not, 1 hope, be wasted on other countries.’’ 
That ‘example’ was far from edifying, however: the Danish 
Government refused him any short-term asylum. In vain did 
Osc ar Gohn appeal to Stauning, the Socialist Prime Minister 
and Cohn’s personal friend; in vain did Trotsky himself request 
Stauning for a prolongation of the visa for a fortnight only so 
that he and his wife could undergo medical treatment in 
Ck)])t'nhagen. In vain did he also appe al for a Swedish visa. 
This was refused him, allegedly because of objections from the 
Soviet Ambassador, none other than Alexandra Kollontai, 
former leader of the Workers’ Opposition. 

More oppressive than the hermetic hostility into which he 
had run afresh was the worry about Zina, whose health was 
going from bad to worse. It was probably during his Danish 
trip that Trotsky received this lurid letter which sounds like 
an accusatory farewell: ‘You act . . .’ she wrote to him, ‘too 
impatiently and therefore sometimes impetuously. Do you 
know the meaning of something as complex and yet as element- 
ary as instinct — something one must not trifle with . . . ? 
Wlio says that instinct is blind . . . ? That is not true. Instinct 
has terribly keen eyes which see in the dark . . . and overcome 
lime and space - it is not for nothing that instinct is the memory 
of generations and begins where life itself starts. It may direct 
itself to all sorts of purposes. What is most frightful is that it hits 
infallibly and mercilessly those who are in its way.’ She dwelt 
on the ‘premonitions’, the ‘suspicious imaginings’, and the 
‘terribly sharpened sensitivity’ that make out instinct; and she 

^ From a statement for American journalists in The Archives. 
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went on: ‘It will not frighten you if I tell you that there was a 
moment when I felt that something like this touched me; but 
with a terrible frenzy, I threw myself into th(' struggle. And 
no one supported me. The doctors have only confused me . . . do 
you know what sustained me? Faith in yov. Despite all that was 
so plain and obvious, despite everything. . . . And is this not 
instinct?’^ 

Lyova was to have come to Copenhagen in order, among 
other things, to consult his parents about Zina; but insuperable 
passport and visa difficulties detained him in Berlin. Meanwhile, 
he was sending alarming letters about Zina’s behaviour: her 
mind was getting more and more deranged; she would not be 
able to look after Seva, if they sent him to her; and she was less 
and less able to look after herself. 11 was uneasy about her 
erratic politics: she had apparently entered into contact with 
the German Communist party; and he was afraid that she 
would expose herself to police persecution. ‘Don’t you see, 
don’t you see’, she was telling him, in the days after Papen’s 
resignation, ‘that Germany is now heading straight towards a 
[communist) revolution?’- He advised his parents to do their 
utmost to send her away to Austria. Day after day, and some- 
times twice daily, either Trotsky or Natalya anxiously talked 
with Lyova over the telephone, asking for further news, 
inquiring whether the doctors too considered it unsafe to 
entrust Zina with the care of her child, and urging Lyova to 
come to Copenhagen. 

Eight days passed in this way; those days, the world was 
presently to be told, that Trotsky had used to stage his mon- 
strous conspiracy against the Soviet Government. Pic spent 
these days ‘conspiring’ against the tyranny with which ordinary 
passport and visa regulations confront the stateless and the 
homeless. He employed every influence and accidental circum- 
stance, every innocent stratagem and trick of publicity to gain 
a few more weeks or even days in Dcmmark, or elsewhere in 
Europe. Meanwhile, Natalya appealed to Edouard Plerriot 
the French Prime Minister, begging him to allow Lyova to 
meet her in France while she and Trotsky were on their way 

1 The letter is undated, but internal evidence indicates that it was written in 
November 1932. 

“ Qiioted from I.yova’s letter to his parents of 26 November 1932. 
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to-day, including that government which has banished me and 
deprived me of Soviet citizenship. [But] you — you are defending 
capitalism allegedly in the name of democracy. Where then is that 
democracy? It was in any case not to be found at Antwerp harbour. 

For all that, he was leaving the waters of Antwerp ‘without 
tJu: slightest pessimism’. He had before his eyes the picture of 
‘sturdy, severe Flemish dockers, thickly covered with coal-dust’, 
who, separated from his boat by a police cordon, ‘eyed the 
scene in silence, took the measure of everyone’, recognized 
‘their own’, winked ironically at the cops, exchanged friendly 
smiles witli the dangerous passenger on deck, and ‘with their 
gnarled fingers touched their caps’ in greeting. ‘When the 
steamer sailed down the Scheldt in the mist, past cranes brought 
to a standstill by the economic crisis, farewell shouts of unknown 
yet faithful friends resounded from the quay. Finishing these 
lines between Antwerp and Fliissingen, I send fraternal greet- 
ings to the workers of Belgium.’ 


Oil 6 December, IVotsky and Natalya alighted in Paris, at 
the Garc du Nord, where they were again surrounded by a 
strong police cordon and separated from the crowd of passen- 
gers. Waiting for them there was Lyova: Herriot had granted 
Natalya’s request. At the frontier Trotsky had been told that in 
Marseilles he would have to wait nine days for a boat to 
Constantinople. He rejoiced at the delay. Molinier rented 
accommodation near Marseilles; and Trotsky asked friends to 
come there and spend the few days with him. But no sooner 
had he arrived at Marseilles than the police told him that he 
could not stay even a single day and must board at once an 
Italian cargo vessel which happened to be leaving that night. 
He embarked under protest; but having found out that the 
vessel had no passenger accommodation and would be under 
way for fifteen days, and fearing that he was being led into 
a trap, he came back on shore. It was midnight. The police 
tried to force him back but failed. Sparring with gendarmes, 
the whole party camped in the harbour through the small 
hours of a wintry and windy night. From the harbour Trotsky 
addressed telegrams of protest to Herriot, to the Ministry of the 
Interior, to Blum and Thorez; he also sent a request to Rome 
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for an Italian transit visa. Before dawn the police took him and 
Natalya to a hotel, warning them to await imminent deporta- 
tion. 

Day came, hours passed, and there was no reply from Herriot 
or anyone else in Paris. Ironically, Mussolini’s Foreign Ministry 
immediately answered and granted the transit visa. The police 
then rushed Trotsky and Natalya to the first train departing for 
Italy. Across the police cordon both embraced Lyova. They had 
spent only a day with him, a day so full of agitation that they 
had no chance, as Natalya put it, to have a look at each other, let 
alone to unburden themselves of the troubles that weighed on 
their minds — only petty vexations and misunderstandings, 
arising out of the circumstances, had come between them. 

In the train Trotsky and Natalya reflected on the absurdity of 
it all. They were hurt and weary. It was as if the burdens of their 
life, the heavy dull-witted spite of governments and gendarmes, 
Zina’s misfortune and uncertainty about her child, had all 
come down on them at once. Well inside Italy, Natalya wrote 
to Lyova, ‘wc long, long sat with Papa in the dark compart- 
ment and wept. . . .’^ 

Next morning they awakened in Venice, which they had 
never seen before; and through tears their eyes opened wide to 
the lustre and the glory of San Marco. 


On 12 December they landed at Prinkipo. The ‘escaped lion’ 
was back in his ‘cage’; but he appeared reconciled to the 
return. Perhaps his nerves were soothed by the beauty of 
the island, the courtesy Turkish officials had shown him on the 
frontier, and the honest faces of the fishermen of Biiyuk Ada 
beaming a friendly welcome. The bookshelves and desks, with 
piles of correspondence and papers, urged him back to his 
labour. Tt is good to work pen in hand in Prinkipo’, he noted 
later in his diary, ‘especially in the autumn and the winter, 
when the island is empty and woodcocks appear in the park’. 
Beyond the windows, the sea, with shoals of fish coming right 
up to the shore, was like an unruffled lake. After all the agitation 

1 Natalya to Lyova, i6 December 1932. Closed Section of 'I he Archives. Sec 
also Trotsky’s statement to the Press made at Brindisi on 8 December. Ihe 
Archives. v 
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and uproar of recent weeks, the stillness of the island, never 
disturbed by a motor horn or a telephone bell, offered a respite 
and induced reflection. 

And so the last weeks of the year passed off quietly and 
]'cstfully. The only discordant yet minor incident was the final 
break with Scnin-Sobolevicius, who in Berlin had moved a 
motion dissociating the International Secretariat of the Opposi- 
tion from one of Trotsky’s sharp attacks on Staling The in- 
c ident surprised '1 rotsky, even though he had months earlier 
AM'itteu to Sobolevicius that ‘the party is exercising a strongpull 
on you’. But he had thought that they had come to an agree- 
ment in Copenhagen. ‘You told me', he wrote to Senin on 18 
December, ‘that your journey to the Soviet Union had finally 
convinced you that the Opposition was right.’ Even now 
Trotsky suspected no foul play, but thought that Senin was 
yielding to ‘the party’s pull’ and that this might lead him to 
capitulation. ‘Capitulation’, he warned Senin, ‘is political 
death’; and he advised him to take time off and think matters 
over. He evidently regretted losing an intelligent and helpful 
follower; but the break was accomplished, and soon Senin dis- 
appeared from Trotsky’s horizon.^ 

In these weeks of repose Trotsky found in fishing the old 
‘diverter of sadness and calmer of unquiet thoughts’. In diary 
pages, written just before he left Prinkipo, he describes it 
in a rather Waltonian manner, and draws affectionate charac- 
ter sketches of fellow fishermen, especially of a young, almost 
illiterate Greek, Kharalambos, with whom he often ventured 
out.'^ The young Gieek ‘had angling in his bones’; his fore- 
bears, as far as memory reached back, were all fishermen. ‘His 
own world extends approximately to four kilometres around 

‘ See Trotsky’s correspondence with the brothers Senin — Soblen-Sobolevicius 
ol 15, if), 18 and 22 December Tiotsky’s attack on Stalin (‘Obeimi rukami’), 
to which they objected appeared in B.O., no. 32 in the same month. In it T’rotsky 
had charged Stalin with unprincipled wooing of' American capitalism — he based 
the accusation on an interview Stalin had given to a certain Thomas Campbell, 
an Ameiicari engineering c\peit ami author ol a book on Russia. Campbell 
quoted Stahn as saying that the first reason for the break between himself and 
Trotsky was 'Trotsky’s eagerness to spread revolution to other countries and liis, 
Stalin’s, desire ‘to limit all his efforts to his own country’. Stalin later denied 
that he had made this statement, but the denial was rather unconvincing. The 
brothers Sobolevi< ius held that TTotsky’s attack was unjust and ultra-left. 

2 The Archives, Closed Section. 

3 These diary pages, dated 15 Julv. are in The Archives. 
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Prinkipo. But he knows this world’; and finds in it enough magic 
to fill his life (as in Walton, ‘somewhat like poetry’ and some- 
what ‘like the malhcmatics that it can never be fully learned’). 
‘He could read like an artist the beautiful book of Marmara’; 
and he diverted to it from distant wanderings the mind of the 
old revolutionary. They talked to each otlier only in gestures, 
grimaces, and a few Turkish, Greek, or Russian monosyllables. 
These were enough for Kharalambos to convey what was going 
on in the depth of the sea, to tell, by the horizon, the skies, the 
season and the winds, how the nets sliould be cast - straight, in 
spirals, or in semicircles — how weights should be thrown from 
the boat to bring lobsters into traps, and how the catch should 
be guarded against dolphins lurking round. I’hc author of 
Permanent Revolution learnc'd eagerly and humbly this ‘intricate 
and primordial art which has not changed for thousands of 
years’. He noticed ‘tlie annihilating glance' Kharalambos gave 
him whenever he threw a weight lh(‘ wrong w^ay. ‘From kind- 
ness and a sense ol' social discipline he admits that, on the whole, 
I do not tlirow the we ights badly. But it is enough that I should 
compare my work willi his and my j^ride abandons me at once.' 
It was not so bad, after all, to come back to Kharalambos, to 
read witli him the book of the Marmara, and to write a book of 
one’s own as well. 

This idyllic interval ended abruptly and grimly. On Jan- 
uary T933 l-yova informed his parents by cable that Zina had 
committed suicide. She* killed herself a week after lu'r child had 
at last been brought to her. The child’s presence, it seems, far 
from steadying her nerves, finally shattered them. Among the 
papers she left was this note written in German: ‘I feel the' 
approach of my terrible disease. In this condition I do not trust 
myself, not even with the handling of my child. In no circumstances 
should he come here. He is very sensitive and nervous. He is also 
frightened of Frau B. [the landlady]. He is with Frau K. 
[address follows]. He does not speak a word of German. 
Telephone my brother.’^ Her brainstorms had been recurring 
with ever greater force and frequency; she felt useless even to 
her child; she had no strength to struggle on; and, on top of all 
this, the police had just told her that she must leave Germany. 
These were the last days of General Schleicher’s government — 

1 The note written in German bears no date. 
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brfore th(‘ end of the month Hitler was to be acclaimed as 
CJhanrellor. Louder than ever Berliri was resounding with the 
trampling nl'heavy boots and hoarse and drunken singing; and 
onr song, coarse and cruel, Die Slrassen frei fiir die braiinen 
BataU'ionen drowned all the others. The ‘terrific tank’ of Nazism 
was rolling in to crush the German worker. The Horst Wessel 
Lied in her cars, her own country closed to her, and herself 
lorn from her family, driven from Germany, and too sick to 
look for another refuge, Zina locked and barricaded herself 
in her room and opened the gas taps. So massive was the 
barricade she put up that any attempt at saving her was 
hopeless -her doctor was amazed at the ‘rare energy^’ she 
had displayed in the very act of dying. And in her last 
minutes the consciousness of release brought a faint smile 
to her face, an expression of relief and calm. She was thirty 
years old.^ 

Lyova’s message about the suicide was laconic, but, to quote 
Trotsky, ‘one sensed unbearable moral tension in every line of 
it’ for he ‘found himself alone with the corpse of his elder 
sist(‘r. . . .’ How was the child to be told what had happened ? 
And how was the news to be broken to Alexandra Sokolovskaya, 
Zina’s mother, in Leningrad? Lyova tried to obtain a tele- 
phone connexion with his brother in Moscow. ‘Was it because 
the G.P.U. were disconccrte*d ... or because they hoped to over- 
liear some secret — enough that, against all expectations, Lyova 
obtained the telephone connexion and . . . communicated the 
tragic news. . . . Such was the last talk of our two sons, the 
doomed brothers, over their sister’s still warm body.’- 

Six days after Zina’s suicide Trotsky wrote an ‘Open Letter’ 
to the party leaders in Moscow. He described how the decree 
of 20 February had broken Zina’s spirit: she ‘did not choose 
death of her own will — she was driven to it by Stalin’. ‘There 
was not even a shadow of any political sense in the persecution 
of my daughter — there was nothing in it but purposeless, 
naked vengeance.’ He ended the letter on a note in which grief 
stifled anger: ‘I am confining myself to this communication 

1 A inovint^ description of Zina’s death and funeral is in Franz Pfemfert’s letter 
to Trotsky of 20 January 1933 (The Archives, Closed Section). Lyova’s telegram, 
ibid. 

Quoted from Trotsky’s obituary of lAova. written six yrais Inter. B.O., no. 
()4, Marrli 1938. 
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without drawing further conclusions. TIk' time for draw- 
ing such conclusions will come — a revived party will draw 
them.’^ 

From Leningrad, from Zina’s mother, came a cry of pain, 
reproach, and despair. She had now lost both her children, 
both born during their father’s first exile and both struck down 
during his last exile. ‘I shall go mad myself if I do not learn 
everything’, she wrote to Trotsky on 31 January, asking for an 
explanation of all the circumstances. Slie quoted what Zina had 
written her only a few weeks earlier: Tt is sad that 1 can no 
longer return to Papa, '^'ou know^ how 1 have adored and 
worshipped him from my earliest days. And now we arc in 
utter discord. This has been at the bottom of my illness.’ Zina 
had complained aiiout his coolness towards her. T explained to 
her’, these an* her mother’s words, ‘that all this comes from your 
character, from the fact that you find it so dillicult to show your 
feelings even ^vhen you would like to show them.’ (To those 
familiar only with the public face of T rotsky, the passionate 
rhetorician, his first wife’s testimony about his undemonstrative 
intimate character may come as a surprise.) Then followed this 
poignant reproach : ‘Yet have reckoned only with her [Zina’s] 
physical condition, but she was an adult and a fully developed 
being in need of intellectual intercourse.’ She had yearned for 
political activity and she needed scope, for she had taken after 
her father; and -'you, her father, you could have saved her’. 
And what, Alexandra asked, had been behind the conflict 
between Zina and Lyova, of which Zina had also written? 
And why had Trotsky insisted on a psychoanalytic treatment 
when ‘she was closed in herself — as we both are — and one 
should not have pressed her to talk about things she did not 
want to talk about!’ Yet, as the mother confronted Irotsky with 
these reproaches, she softened them with the reflection that if 
Zina had remained in Russia, she would have pciishcd anyhow 
— she would have died of consumption. ‘Our children wore 
doomed’, Alexandra added and described the fear with which 
she looked on the grandchildren left with her: ‘I do not believe 
in life any longer. I do not believe that they will grow up. All 
the time I am expc'cting some new disaster.’ And she con- 
cluded: ‘It has been difficult for me to write and mail this letter. 

1 B.O., no. 3'3, March 1933. 
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r'ixcusc niy cruelty towards you, but you too should know every- 
thing about our kitli and kin.’^ 

Wc do not know whether or how IVotsky answered this 
letter perliaps the wound w^as too deep for words. Some time 
later, aj)ologi/ing to friends for not having acknowledged con- 
dolence's, lie wrote that lie had been struck down by malaria 
and ‘hall dcaf’.^ 


'J o the last, IVotsky refused to believe that the German 
labour movement w^as so devoid of any power of self-prcscrva- 
tieni as to put up almost no resistance to Nazism and to collapse 
ignominously under its lirst onslaught. For nearly three years 
he had ai gued that it was inconceivable that Hitler should win 
without a civil war. I’lu' inconceivable had now' happened: 
on 30 January 1933 Hitler had become Chancellor, before 
socialists and communists had even begun to marshal their 
immense resource's for a fight. A w^eek later Trotsky stated: 
‘Hitle r's accession to power is a terrible blow to the working 
class. Hut this is not yet the final, the irretrievable defeat. 
The c'nemy, w^hom it was possible to rout while he was still 
elinibiiig uj), has now occupied a whole series of commanding 
posts. He has thus gained a great advantage, but the battle 
has not yet been fought.’ Even now there was still time, for 
Hitler had not yet seized total power; he had to share it with 
Hugenberg mid the Deutschnazionale. The coalition he headed 
was unstable and riddled with contradictions. He still had to 
strip his partners of all influence, and to obtain exclusive 
control of all the resources of the state. Until then his position 
u'mained vulnerable. Socialists and communists could still 
strike back -but it was desperately late: ‘w^hat is at stake is the 
head of the Gej inan working class, the head of the Communist 
International and . . . the head of the Soviet Republic!’^ 

Wc know' now from numerous German archives and diaries 

^ Alexandra Sokolovskaya’s letter, dated 31 January 1933, is in the Closed 
Section ()I The Archives. 

d rotsky to Franz Premlcit, 5 February 1933, ibid. According to Pierre Frank, 
who was at Buyuk Ada then, Trotsky shut himself in his room for several days; 
Natalya was with him; and stic* alone came out now and then. When he emerged 
at last, his sccretaiies notned how grey his hair had grown during those days. 

B.O., no. 33, 1933. 
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how great indeed was tlic vulnerability of Hitler’s first govern- 
ment, as it came into being.^ Even a month later, on 5 Mareli, 
after the Nazi raid on the Karl Liel)kneeh( House in Berlin and 
after the Reichstag fire, in elections held under an unbridled 
Nazi terror, the socialists and the communists still polled 
12 million votes, not to speak of the nearly 6 million votes 
cast for the Catholic opposition to Hitler. We also know of the 
quarrels, the rows, and the mutual distrust between Hitler 
and his partners, which might well have disrupted their coal- 
ition if those millions of socialists and ( ommunists had moved 
into action. As early as 6 February 'I’lotsky observed that the 
working class Svas not conducting any defensive battle but was 
retreating, and tomorrow^ the ndreat ina\' wcW turn into a 
panic-stricken rout’. He concluded j'.itlu r abru])tly with this 
grave passage: 

In order to expose mon' clearly th(‘ historic significance of the 
party’s decisions ... in these days and weeks, it is, in my view, 
necessary to pose the issue before Communists . . . with the utmost 
sharpness and irreconcilability: the paity's [continued] refusal to 
form a united front and to set up local dt'Ccnce committees, com- 
mittees which might become Soviets tomoruAv, will be nothing less 
than a surrender to fascism, an historic crime tantamount to the 
liquidation of the p<ii ly and of the (k)minunist International. 
Should such a disaster happen, the working cle.*^s will have to make its 
way towards a Fourth International; and it will have to make it 
tliiough mountains of corpses and years ofunlxarable sufferings and 
calamities.- 

Even before these w^ords appeared in print, the great mass 
organizations of German labour, its parties and trade unions, its 
many newspapers, cultural institutions, and sports organizations 
all lay in ruins. 

The great defeat at once affected the fate of Trotsky’s 
family. The Bulletin was banned in Berlin, and LyoVii had 
to go into hiding and steal across the frontier. On 24 March, 
Trotsky wrote to the Pfernferts (whose home the Nazis had 
already wrecked) : ‘We have all the time been very anxious 
about L.L. [i.c. LyovaJ. German friends think that if he fell into 
fascist hands he would not come out alive. I thought the same. 
But yesterday we received a telegram from him : “I am moving 

1 A. Bullock, Hitler, pp. 229-330'. - B.O. Loc. cit. 
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to Paris. ‘ Let us liopc that he will have good luck in completing 
the move. We have not yet had any further news from him.’^ 


In tlicse weeks Trotsky renounced his allegiance to the I’hird 
Jnlernational. In an article under the title ‘The Tragedy of the 
(h rman Proletariat’ (and the sub-title: ‘The German workers 
will rise again — Stalinism never!’), he thus summed up the 
situation: what the labour movement had suffered in Germany 
w as not a temporary reverse or a tactical setback, but a decisive 
strategic defeat, Vv^hich would leave the working class prostrated 
and paralysed for a whole epocli. The Second and Third 
Internationals alike refused to admit this, spoke of Hitler’s 
‘epIiemeraP success, and now, when it was too late, declaimed 
about a united front. But ‘before any decisive struggles become 
possible in Germany once again, the vanguard of the working 
class must orientate itself anew, grasp clearly what has hap- 
pened, fix the responsibility for . . . defeat, clear new’ roads, 
and thus regain self-confidence and self-respect’. For years the 
‘key to the situation’ had been in communist hands; it was no 
longer there. All positions in Germany were lost for years to 
come; all the more important was it for the labour movement to 
fortify its strongliolds and to fight in the countries surrounding 
Germany, in Austria, Czechoslovakia, Poland, the Netherlands, 
and France. ‘Austria, most immediately threatened by a 
fascist upheaval, is now the forward bastion.’ It w’as the height 
of irresponsibility on the Comintern’s part to announce that the 
German workers were ‘on the eve of great battles’ because they 
had cast 5 million votes for the communists. ‘Yes, five million 
communists still managed, each individually, to make their way 
to the polling booths. But in the factories and the streets their 
])r('sence is not felt. They are lost, dispersed, demoralized. . . . 
The bureaucratic terror of Stalinism has paralysed their will 
even before the gangster terror of fascism has started its 
work.’^ 

He concluded that Stalinism had had its ‘4 August’, a 
collapse as ignominious as that which the Second International 

1 The Archives, Closed Section. 

2 ‘The Tragedy of the German Proletariat’, dated 14 March, appeared in the 
May issue of B.O. (no. 34). 
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had suffered at the outbreak of the First World War. Then 
Lenin, Trotsky, Rosa Luxemburg, Karl Liebknccht, and their 
associates had declared that the Second International was 
dead and had proclaimed the idea of the Third International. 
The analogy with 4 August suggested that 'J'rotsky would now 
proclaim the idea of the Fourth International. He did not yet 
do this, however. He called only for the formation of a new 
Communist party in Germany. ‘The advanced workers of 
Germany will henceforth speak about the time when the 
Stalinist bureaucracy dominated [German communism] not 
otherwise than with burning shame. . . . 'i lu* official Communist 
party of Germany is doomed. From now on it will only dis- 
integrate, crumble, and dissolve into nothing.’ Fle still reckoned 
with the possibility that the defeat miglit come as a salutary 
shock to the other Communist paili(‘s, induce them to delve 
into the causes, to find out where the resj:)onsibililies lay, and 
perhaps to break with Stalinism. Should tliis hapj)cn, then the 
Comintern (or a segment of it) might still save its revolutionary 
honour and raison d'etre. But ‘in Germany at any rate the sinister 
song of Stalinist bureaucracy is at an end. . . . Under the 
enemy’s terrible blows advanced German workers will have to 
build a new party’. It might be argued that it was illogical to 
call for a new Communist party, but not for a new Interna- 
tional; but the historic development did not proceed altogether 
according to the rules of logic; and one should wait and see 
whether any Communist parties would draw the lessons from 
the German experience.^ 

If Trotsky had any such hopes these were soon dispelled. 
The Executive of the Comintern, at its first session after 
Hitler’s victory, declared that victory devoid of significance. 
It asserted that the strategy and tactics of the German party 
had been flawless from beginning to end; and it forbade any 
Communist party to open any debate over the issue. “ Not a 
single party dared to defy the ban. The spectacle was so shock- 
ing that it led Trotsky to state that ‘an organization which has 
not been wakened up by the thunderbolt of fascism ... is dead 
and cannot be revived’. In July, he declared that it was not 
enough to build a new Communist party in Germany; the 

^ Ibid. 

“ Kommunisticheskij luternaisional, 1933, no. 36, p. 17; B.O., nos. 3G 37, 1933. 
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time had come to lay the foundations of a new International.^ 
Even now he could not make up his mind whether the new 
Intel-national should extend its activities to the Soviet Union; 
that is, \Alicthcr his followers there should cease to consider 
theins(‘lves a faction of the old party and form a new party of 
their own. For several months he advised them against such a 
course and insisted that the activities of the Fourth Inter- 
national must stop at the frontiers of the Soviet Union. He still 
saw in the Bolshevik monopoly of power, abused though it was 
by Stalin, the sine qua non of the revolution’s survival. The 
Opposition, he argued, would be justified in constituting itself 
an independent party only if it abandoned any hope of reform- 
ing the regime and reoriented itself for a revolutionary struggle 
against Stalinism; this it must not do. A new International 
could well refrain from working inside the Soviet Union 
because ‘the key to the situation’ in the labour movement was 
no longer in the Soviet Union: the Opposition had hardly any 
chance of developing its activity there, at any rate in the near 
future; and so the issue of a new Communist party was acad- 
emic. Only if and when the new International grew into a vital 
political force in other countries, could the alignment of forces 
change in the U.S.S.R. as well. Above all, it would be the 
advance of revolution in the West, an advance which could not 
be achieved under Stalin’s leadership, that would weaken the 
stranglehold of Stalinism on the Soviet Union and give fresh 
strength to the communist opposition." 

This was clearly an untenable position; and the logic of his 
iK'w venture soon got the better of Trotsky once again. It had 
l)een inconsistent to advocate a new party in Germany but not 
a new International; and it was just as inconsistent for the new 
International to refrain from action within the Soviet Union. 
y\nd so in October 1933 Trotsky concluded that the Opposition 
should constitute itself into a new party in the U.S.S.R. as well.*** 

^ B.O. Loc. cit. 

“ Ibid. Pierre Frank relates that during the weeks and months when Trotsky 
tried to make up his mind on these points his secretaries saw him every day walk- 
ing in his room for hours, silent, tense and absorbed in his dilemmas. ‘His face 
was profusely covered with sweat; and one sensed the physical exertion of his 
thought and hesitancy.* 

^ Loc. cit. I’rotsky carried out this revision in his essay ‘The Glass Character of the 
Soviet State’, the writing of whirl 1 he concluded, according to The Archives, on i Octo- 
ber 1933. In the B.O., nos. 36-37 the dale has been misprinted as 1 October 1932. 
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It had taken him about six months to draw this conclu- 
sion. Having done so he had to revise some of the views by 
which he had stood unflinchingly for ten years. He had ceased 
to uphold the political monopoly of the ruling party. The new 
party, if and when it came into existence, was to work not for 
the reform and the constitutional replacement of the Stalinist 
government but for its revolutionary overthrow. Did he then 
still consider the Soviet Union to be a workers’ state? Or did he 
now view its regime as a Thermidorian or Bonapartist variety 
of counter-revolution? And was the Opposition, or was it not, 
to remain committed to the unconditional defence of the Soviet 
Union ? 

Trotsky argued that after all the experiences of recent years it 
would be childish to think that it was possible to depose Stalin 
at a Congress of the Party or of the Soviets. ‘No normal con- 
stitutional ways arc left for the removal of the ruling clique. 
Only force can compel the bureaucracy to hand over power into 
the hands of the proletarian vanguard.’ d’hat vanguard, how- 
ever, was dispersed and crushed — it would not be able to fight 
for power in the near future. The question of Reform or Revolu- 
tion was therefore basically a matter of long term orientation. 
The Opposition could not claim oflice unless it had the support 
of the majority of the working class; and it could not obtain that 
without previous social shifts at home and radical changes on 
the international scene, in the first instance, without an 
advance of revolution outside the Soviet Union. After such 
shifts and changes ‘the Stalinist apparatus would find itself 
suspended in a vacuum’; and the Opposition, assisted by 
popular pressure, might be able to win even without revolution 
or civil war. If Stalin and his adherents, despite their isolation, 
still continued to cling to power, the Opposition would oust 
them by means of a ‘police operation’. Confronted by an 
upsurge of political energy in the working class, Stalinism would 
be utterly weak precisely because it had ‘its roots in the work- 
ing class and nowhere else’: only with the acquiescence and 
submissivencss, if not the active support, of the workers was 
Stalin strong- without these he could be overthrown by a 
push.^ 

The Soviet Union, Trotsky reasserted, remained a workers’ 

^ B.O. Loc. cit. 
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stair. Soc ial ownership of the means of production prevailing, 
Soviet society was engaged in the transition from capitalism 
into socialism, even though it paid an exorbitant price for 
every ste p forward. The bureaucracy, no matter how privileged, 
was still only ‘a malignant growth on the body of the working 
class, no( a new possessing class’. Privileges and growing social 
inecjiiality reflected not a new type of exploitation, as the ultra- 
radicals alleged, but were the consequences of poverty and 
material scarcitievs. To some extent, as incentives to efficiency 
and production, privileges and inequality were ‘the bourgeois 
tools of‘ socialist progress’. Bureaucratic rule, parasitic and 
tyi aimical, might endanger all the conquc‘Sts of thc^ revolution 
and provoke counter-nwolution; but it might also turn out to 
be 'the instrument’ - a poor and expensive one — 'of socialist 
development’. ‘Wasting ... an enormous portion of the 
national income', the Soviet bureaucracy is at the same time . . . 
interest (xl in promoting the economic and cultural growth of 
the nation: the higher the national income the more abundant 
is the fund of the bureaucracy’s privileges. Yet, the economic 
and cultural advance of the working masses, achieved on the 
social foundations of the Soviet state, should undermine the 
basis of bureaucratic rule.’ Thus, twenty years before the end 
of the Stalin era, Trotsky foresaw that by industrializing the 
Soviet Union and spreading education among its people, 
Stidinism might destroy the soil on which it had grown and 
which nourished it, the soil of primordial poverty, illiteracy, 
and barbarism.^ 

Having ceased to defend the single party system in the 
U.S.S.R., Trotsky nevertheless repeated his earlier warning that 
‘if the bureaucratic equilibrium in the Soviet Union were to be 
shaken at present, this would almost certainly be to the 
advantage of counter-revolutionary forces'. He restated his 
commitment to the unconditional defence of the Soviet Union: 
‘. . . the new International . . . before it can reform the Soviet 
state, must take upon itself the duty to defend it. Any political 
grouping which disavows this commitment, under the pretext 


' Ji.O. U(»r. (it. ‘It is clcai’, I’lolsky (oncludcd, ‘dial in this happy historical 
\'aria!it, the bureaiuTacy would turn out to be only thf‘ tool — a poor and expensive 
tool — ol the socialist state.’ But he did not take it for granted that this ‘happy 
variant’ would materialize. 
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that the Soviet Union is no longer a workers’ state, risks 
beeoming a passive tool of imperialism. . . The adh(Tents of 
the new International, he added, ‘must in an hour of mortal 
danger light on the last barricade’ in dcience of the U.S.S.R.^ 

Yet, while he insisted so forcefully tliat the Soviet Union, 
judged by its economic structure, nunained a workers’ state, 
he now took the view that as a factor of international revolution 
it was little more than an extinct volcano. ‘From the beginning 
of the First World War, and more explicitly since the October 
revolution, the Bolshevik party has played a leading role in the 
global revolutionary struggle. Now this leading position has 
been lost.’ Not only olHcial Bolshevism, that ‘parody of the 
party’, but the Bolshevik Opposition as well, was, because of 
the difficult conditions in which it worked, unable to ‘exercise 
any international leadership’. ‘The revolutionary centre of 
gravity has dclinitely shifted to the West, where the immediate 
possibilities for building a new party arc* much wider.’ He 
proclaimed the idea of the I’ourth International in the belief 
that new impulses for revolution would come from the West, 
not from the Soviet Union.^ 

We have S(‘en with liow much hesitation Trotsky had made 
up his mind to renounce his allegiance (o the Third Inter- 
national. The causes of his hesitancy were not far to seek, for he 
himself had many times stated his objections to the step he was 
now taking. It was to the Third International, he had argued, 
that the revolutionary workers of all countries looked for 
guidance; it was in it that they saw the* h'gitimate succ(‘SSor 
to the Second and First Internationals and the very embodi- 
ment of the idea of the Russian Revolution; and as long as the 
Soviet Union remained a workers’ state and the Comintern 
retained its association with it, the class-conscious elite of the 
workers were justified in their loyalty to the Comintern. He was 
not quite sure that this reasoning had now lost its validity. 
Nor was it easy for him, in view of the part he had played in the 
Third International, to announce his final break with it. It is 
extremely rare for one of the principal architects of a great and 
vital movement to find in himself the strength to declare that 
movement worthless. It was far more difficult for Trotsky to turn 
his back on the Third International than it had been to renounce 
^ Ji.O. Loc. cit. Ibid. 
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the Second in 1914. Only the Comintern’s stunning failure in 
Germany brought him to do it. He admitted that there was a 
difference' between 1914 and 1933. In 1914 the leaders of the 
Second International had, by supporting an imperialist war, 
betrayed their trust deliberately and with their eyes open; 
wliereas in 1933 the Comintern had facilitated Hitler’s victory 
from sheer irresponsibility and blindness. Yet the catastrophe 
of 1933 was in other respects even worse than that of 1914. 
In the I'irst World War revolutionary Marxism soon recovered 
from the blow: Zimmerwald, Kienthal, and the Russian 
Revolution registered a powerful protest against the ‘social 
imperialist’ perversion of Marxism. No comparable protest 
against the enormity of 1933 had come or was to come from 
within the communist movement. Not only had the Comin- 
tern’s policy contributed to the loss by German labour of all 
it had gained in over eighty years of struggle; and not only had 
that policy allowed the danger, nay, the certainty of another 
world war to come about — in addition, all this had occurred 
amid an uncanny indificrcnce and apathy on the part of the 
entire movement. What had happened, Trotsky asked, to the 
political conscience and understanding of the great mass of 
communists ? 

He concluded that reformism and Stalinism had between 
them stultified the minds and destroyed the will of the workers. 
That all his own warnings, so clear, so loud, so strikingly con- 
firmed by events, could have gone so unheeded confirmed him 
in this conclusion. No one knew better than he himself how 
unheeded his warnings had gone, for in a letter to Sobolevicius 
he remarked, early in 1932, that the Trotskyist Opposition had 
failed to recruit in Germany even ‘ten native factory workers’ 
(and had won over only a few intellectuals and immigrants).^ 
In the First World War at least a few thousand German 
workers joined the clandestine Spartakus and echoed the de- 
nunciation of the ‘4 August’, which Rosa Luxemburg and Karl 
Liebknecht voiced from their prison cells. Now, after Hitler’s 
triumph, all the Communist parties of the world received 
the Comintern’s self-justifications and self-congratulations in 
numbed silence. Was there no spark of intelligence, of 
international solidarity, and of responsibility left in all those 

1 Letter to Senin-Sobolevicius, 6 March 1932, The Archives, Closed Section. 
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parties? Trotsky asked again and again. If not, then Stalinism 
had so irretrievably debased the entire communist movement 
that to try and reform it was a Sisyphean labour. He had been 
performing that labour for ten years now; and he refused to go 
on rolling the heavy rock up the dismal mountain. 

It was even more painful for him to renounce finally the 
Soviet party, the party which Lenin had founded, which had 
accomplished the revolution, and within ^vllicll he had achieved 
greatness. The year before, after the second deportation of 
Zinoviev, Kamenev, Smirnov, Prcobrazlicnsky, and others, it 
looked as if the Joint Opposition of 1925-7 was coming back 
into being. Every message from Moscow indicated that amid 
the nation-wide turmoil even Stalin’s entourage longed to rid 
itself of him. Since 1932, however, Stalin had once more gained 
the upper hand. He succeeded in this in part because he once 
more adopted some of the measures 'Irotsky had advocated: 
he gave the economy a ‘breathing space’ at the end of the first 
Five Year Plan; he set lower and more realistic targets for the 
second Plan; he made concessions to the collectivized peasantry. 
Consequently, the chaos, the turmoil, and the inner party 
ferment subsided. The German catastrophe instead of weaken- 
ing Stalin strengthened his hand. Those who realized its 
implications felt that this was not the time to sap the stability 
of government in Moscow. The establishment of totalitarian 
rule in Germany gave a new impetus to the totalitarian trend 
in the Soviet Union. When the cry Ein Eixhrer^ eine Partei, ein 
Volk! thundered over Germany, the Soviet hierarchy and 
many of the rank and file felt that only under a single leader 
could the revolution and the Soviet Union survive. In May 1933 
Zinoviev and Kamenev once again capitulated and returned 
from exile. At their first capitulation, in 1927, they had sur- 
rendered to Stalinism, but had not gone, and no one expected 
them to go, on their knees before Stalin’s person. When this was 
required of them in 1932 they could not yet bring themselves to 
do it. This, however, was what they did in 1 933 : in their new 
recantations they glorified Stalin’s infallibility and unique 
genius. 

All this occurred while Trotsky was committing himself to 
the Fourth International, but was not yet ready to call for a 
new party in the Soviet Union. Stalin’s triumphant emergence 



2 o8 the prophet outcast 

from the crisis, the new autocratic aura around him, and the 
spectacle of the latest capitulations impelled Trotsky to sever 
the last tic which in theory still bound him to the old party. 
Commenting on Zinoviev’s and Kamenev’s ‘tragic fate’, he 
wrote: ‘llie future historian, who will wish to show how ruth- 
I(‘ssly an epoch of great upheavals devastates characters, will 
take Zinovi(‘v and Kamenev as his examples . . . the Stalinist 
appanitus has become a machine for crushing the backbones 
I of formcT revolutionaries].’ And: ‘Like Gogol’s hero, Stalin 
('oliccts dead souls for the lack of living oncs.’^ Trotsky’s hope 
lor any regeneration of the Soviet party was now destroyed. It 
^vas futile to go on appealing to men with broken backs and to 
dead souls; and, anyhow, the Marxist-Leninist traditions had 
gone from a party that could bow to an autocrat. Only in 
complete independence from it and beyond its confines could 
Bolshevism have a rebirth. 

This, briefly, was Trotsky’s case for a new International. 
Having made it and, after a discussion, obtained for it the 
endorsement of all his groups, he did not, however, proclaim 
these groups to be the Fourth International. Aware of their 
weakness, he contented himself with launching the idea in the 
hope that it would gain many more adherents presently. He 
repeated in a way his own experience of the Zimmerwald era, 
the memory of which is discernible in his writings and be- 
haviour. From the moment when Lenin and he had begun to 
advocate the Third International in 1915, it took four years of 
propaganda and preparatory work before they called a founda- 
tion congress of the International. Similarly, now there was ‘no 
question of any immediate proclamation of . . . the Inter- 
national, but only of preparatory work. The new orientation 
means . . . that the talk about “reforming” [the Stalinist 
organization] and all demands for the reinstatement of expelled 
Oppositionists should be definitely abandoned. . . , The Left 
Opposition ceases to think of itself and to act as an [inner-party] 
Opposition.’^ It was to take four years exactly before he would 
be ready to convene a foundation congress. 

His hopes for the new International were not as wild in 1933 
as they appeared later. Over the German issue the Comintern 
was in fact utterly discredited, while Trotskyism had scored a 
1 B . O ., no. 35, 1933. 2 B . O.y no. 36, 1933. 
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Striking moral victory. If hitherto, so Trotsky thought, all his 
appeals to European communist opinion had met with all too 
little response, this had been partly because the main issues of 
his controversy with Stalin, domestic Soviet affairs and the 
Chinese revolution, had been too remote from European 
communists or too obscure. In its latest phase the controversy 
had centred on Germany, ‘the heart of Europe’. Hitler’s 
advent affected immediately every Gomniuiiist party. It posed 
problems of life and death. It pointed to war. It threatened 
communism with extinction. Both he and the Comintern had 
conducted the argument publicly and with the utmost vigour 
until the very moment when the differences were tested by 
events. The outcome of the test was in no doubt. The pros and 
cons were, or should have been, fresh in everyone’s mind : every 
communist could review and ponder them anew. The con- 
clusion to be drawn was in no doubt either: those who had led 
the most powerful Communist party of the West to so shameful 
a debacle were guilty of incompetence bordering on treason, 
and had forfeited every title to leadership. By the same token 
the Opposition had, or should have had, established its claim 
to leadership. 

Some awareness of all this was undoubtedly penetrating into 
Stalinist ranks. The more spitefully the Comintern had 
attacked and mocked Trotsky for ‘playing the bogey-man’, 
‘exaggerating the Nazi menace’, and ‘urging a united front 
with social-fascists’, the more did these mockeries rebound on 
their authors. Embarrassment and shame took hold of many a 
party cell. Even hardened Stalinists felt a sneaking admiration 
for Trotsky’s clear-sighted and intrepid stand. ^ New Trotskyist 
and quasi-Trotskyist groups formed themselves among German 
refugees from Hitler’s terror and among Polish, Czech, Dutch, 
American, and other communists. The groups were small, but 
their influence could not be ignored. They drew to themselves 
alert-minded and devoted party members. They assailed the 
conscience of communism. They forced Stalinism on to the 
defensive. Only by frantic appeals to party patriotism, threats 
of expulsion, and actual expulsion could the leaders subdue the 

1 They themselves admitted this ‘sneaking admiration’ many years later when 
they were freer to do so; some went out of their way to be able to speak about it to 
Trotsky’s present biographer. 
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malaise in the ranks; and eventually the Comintern could dis- 
pel it only by reversing all its attitudes, by throwing overboard 
the slogans about social -fascism, and by adopting the tactics 
of the united front (and going beyond them, to the Popular 
Front). Moreover, the collapse of the Weimar Republic had 
shaken the Social-Democratic parties too. Their belief in 
parliamentary democracy had received a rude blow. There was 
hardly a Socialist party in Europe which did not, under the 
impact of the German experience, solemnly inscribe some form 
of ‘proletarian dictatorship’ in its programme. Inside those 
parties radical and leftish groups looked up to Trotsky and 
found his ideas much more rational and alluring than all that 
official communism could offer. This was indeed the high water 
mark of his political influence in exile. If he had any chance at 
all to found an independent Communist party it was now. 

Yet the arguments which he himself had so frequently and 
cogently advanced against the course of action he was now 
taking had lost none of their strength. It was still true that as 
long as national ownership in the means of production re- 
mained intact in the Soviet Union and as long as the banner of 
Bolshevism was hoisted over Moscow, the association of 
international communism with the Soviet Union was indis- 
soluble. To the mass of those who were in sympathy with 
communism the workers’ first state was still the bulwark of 
international revolution; and the official Communist parties 
exercised an overwhelming attraction on them. They saw no 
alternative to the Stalinist leadership which, in their eyes, had 
come to represent the Russian Revolution and the Bolshevik 
tradition. The Stalinist bureaucracy had actually succeeded in 
identifying itself with Leninism and with Marxism at large. 
Militant French dockers, Polish coalminers, and Chinese 
guerilla fighters alike saw in those who ruled Moscow the best 
judges of the Soviet interest and reliable counsellors to world 
communism. Hence the unreasoning obedience with which 
they so often accepted the twists and turns and the most pre- 
posterous dictates of Stalinist policy. Its opponents appeared 
to them as the enemies of the Soviet Union and of communism 
just as to the devout Roman Catholic the enemies of the Holy 
See were the enemies of Christianity. 

All this boded ill for Trotsky’s venture. His ideas and 
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slogans were such that only those who were in sympathy with 
communism could be sensitive to them — yet these were the 
people who would be least inclined to rally to a new Inter- 
national. Having for so long remained unimpressed by Trotsky’s 
call for a reform in their parties, they were even less likely to 
be moved when he urged them to break with these parties. 

Nor did or could the aftermath of the German debacle 
favour the new International, no matter how discredited the 
old Internationals were. Each of the old Internationals had 
arisen on a high tide of the labour movement; and at the 
moment of formation none of them had had to contend against 
any established rival. ^ The Fourth International set out to 
challenge two established and powerful rivals during a deep 
depression of the movement. In Germany the working class 
was indeed, as Trotsky had predicted, unable to recover 
politically for many years to come ; but precisely because of this 
Trotskyism could derive no practical benefit from the moral 
advantage it had gained over the German issue. Elsewhere in 
Europe, the working class was to remain in retreat for the rest 
of the decade, despite the upsurge of its energies in France and 
Spain in 1936. The long leaden sequence of retreats and defeats 
produced a moral sickness, amid which even the most per- 
suasive pleas for a new International fell flat. Trotsky argued 
that the working class needed a new leadership precisely in 
order to bring the retreat to a halt and to regroup for defence 
and counter-offensive. But the mass of communists (and of 
socialists), those of them who had not yet lost heart, felt that 
they must not swap horses mid-stream. And so the two estab- 
lished Internationals flourished even on their blunders and 
defeats: their followers, whatever misgivings they felt, refused 
to look for new leaders and new methods of struggle under the 
hail of blows Nazism and fascism were inflicting on them. They 
were prepared to flounder under old and familiar banners, 
from defeat to defeat, rather than rally to a new standard 
behind which they could sec only the giant but enigmatic or 
suspect figure of the standard-bearer. 

Trotsky was convinced that the Comintern had, as a 

^ For a continuation of this argument, especially for the case of the Polish 
Trotskyists against the foundation of the Fourth International, see Chapter V, 
pp. 42 1-22. 
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revolutionary organization, played out its role. He was not 
altogether mistaken. Ten years later Stalin was to disband the 
organi/ation and declare that it no longer served any purpose; 
and in tljose ten years the Comintern was only to add to its 
German bankruptcy new failures in France and Spain and the 
ambiguities of its policy under the Stalin-Hitlcr pact of 1939- 
41. Yet the movement beliind the Comintern was anything but 
a ‘corpse’. All that Stalin did to wreck it morally could not 
kill it. At the very time he disbanded the Comintern its western 
European parties were gaining fresh strength from their resist- 
ance to the Nazi occupation; and it was still under Stalinist 
banners, though in implicit conflict with Stalin, that the 
Yugoslav and the Chinese revolutions were to achieve their 
victories. No matter how much Stalin had done to degrade all 
Communist parties to mere pawns, the Yugoslav, the Chinese 
and some other parties had enough vitality to live their own 
lives, to wage their own struggles, and to change the fortunes 
of their countries and of the world. Moreover, they were to take 
fresh impetus and new revolutionary Man from the triumphs of 
Soviet arms in the Second World War. 

The idea that new impulses for revolution would come from 
the West but not from the Soviet Union was the leitmotif of 
Trotsky’s advocacy of the Fourth International. Again and 
again he asserted that, while in ihe Soviet Union Stalinism 
continued to play a dual role, at once progressive and retro- 
grade, it exercised internationally only a counter-revolutionary 
influence. Here his grasp of reality failed him. Stalinism was to 
go on acting its dual role internationally as well as nationally: 
it was to stimulate as well as to obstruct the class struggle 
outside the Soviet Union. In any case, it was not from the 
West that the revolutionary impulses were to come in the next 
three or four decades. Thus the major premiss on which 
Trotsky set out to create the Fourth International was unreal. 
Yet, since all his attempts to reform the Comintern had been in 
vain, he could not, as we have seen, go on with that Sisyphean 
task. He had to look for another solution. His new task, how- 
ever, was to prove at least as barren as the old one. Sisyphus 
had only moved hopefully from one side of his dismal mountain 
to the other; and there he started to roll his rock again. 
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We have seen how Trotsky, when he turned his back on the 
Comintern, re-committed his adherents to remain the last- 
ditch defenders of the Soviet Union. He himself, when he 
addressed western bourgeois opinion in his articles, sought to 
arouse it to the fact that the Third Reich spelt world war. 
As early as the spring of 1933 he urged the Western Powers to 
enter into an alliance with the Soviet Union. These were the 
first weeks and months of the Third Reich, when hardly a 
single western statesman contemplated the idea. Hitler now 
assumed pacifist postures, and at an International Disarmament 
Conference accepted, to the reJief and delight of official 
London, Austen Chamberlain’s and John Simon’s disarma- 
ment schemes. On 2 June 1933 Trotsky wrote in an essay on 
‘Hitler and Disarmament’: ‘I'he greatest danger is to under- 
rate an enemy . . . the leaders of the German labour movement 
did not wish to take Hitler seriously. . . . The same danger may 
arise on the plane of world politics.’ He noted how ready the 
British Government was to respond to Hitler’s ‘moderation’ 
and ‘peaceful intentions’ : ‘Diplomatic routine has its ad- 
vantages as long as things move within familiar grooves. It is 
at once disconcerted when it has to face new and important 
facts.’ Austen Chamberlain and John Simon ‘had expected to 
meet [in Hitler] a madman brandishing an axe; instead they 
met a man hiding his revolver in a pocket — what a relief!’ 
This was Hitler’s first great diplomatic success. His purpose was 
to rearm Germany, which had since Versailles recovered its 
place as Europe’s mightiest industrial nation, but was still 
unarmed. ‘This combination of potential power and actual 
weakness determines both the explosive character of Nazi 
objectives and the extreme caution of Hitler’s first steps leading 
towards those objectives.’ Hitler had endorsed the British 
disarmament schemes knowing full well that France could not 
accept them — this gave him the chance to play off Britain 
against France and to place on the latter the odium for the arms 
race to follow. ‘Hitler’s love for peace is not an accidental 
diplomatic improvisation, but a necessary element in a large 
manoeuvre, designed to turn the balance of power radically in 
Germany’s favour and to prepare the onslaught of German 
imperialism on Europe and the world.’ He forecast that, if 
Hitler’s moves were not countered, they would inevitably lead 
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to world war within five to ten years. ‘It is against the Soviet 
Union that Hitler is eager to march. But should this not prove 
to be the line of the least resistance, the eruption may well turn 
in the otiier direction. . . . Weapons that can be used against 
the East can just as well be used against the West.’^ He re- 
marked that he did not consider himself ‘called upon to act as 
guardian of the Treaty of Versailles. Europe needs a new 
orgaiii/ation. But woe if this job falls into the hands of fascism!’ 

In statements for the American Press Trotsky urged the 
United States Government (which in this, the sixteenth, year of 
the revolution had not yet recognized the Soviet Government) 
to move closer to the Soviet Union in order to meet threats from 
Japan and Germany.^ We do not know whether these prompt- 
ings had any influence on President Roosevelt’s decision, taken 
shortly thereafter, to establish diplomatic relations with 
Moscow. But Trotsky’s views certainly impressed Stalin’s 
diplomacy, which presently took up the theme of the anti- 
Nazi alliance. Where the security of his own government was 
concerned, Stalin was quite willing to benefit from the advice 
of his adversary, even if he did it often belatedly and always in 
his own crudely perverse manner. 

Meanwhile, the Soviet Government prolonged its Rapallo 
agreements with Germany; and this tempted ultra-radical anti- 
Stalinists to denounce yet another of Stalin’s ‘betrayals’. 
Trotsky found the issue too serious to make a debating point of 
it. He did not tire of exposing Stalin’s and the Comintern’s share 
of responsibility for Hitler’s ascendancy. But he did not deny 
Stalin the right to act in the diplomatic field from expediency. 
Two years earlier, we know, he had urged the Soviet Govern- 
ment to mobilize the Red Army if Hitler threatened to seize 
power; but he had done this imagining that the German left 
would be up in arms against Nazism, in which case the Red 
Army would be in duty bound to assist. Hitler’s bloodless 
victory and the total destruction of the German left, Trotsky 
now pointed out, turned the balance against the Soviet Union, 

^ B.O.^ no. 35, 1933. article appeared in the Manchester Guardian of 21-22 
June 1933 (three weeks after it had been written). It was from this article that 
Litvinov, Stalin’s Foreign Minister, borrowed the much-quoted phrase that ‘a gun 
that can fire to the East can fire westwards as well’. 

2 See, c.g., Trotsky’s interview with The New York World Telegram given on 
4 July 1933 - 
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especially as the Soviet Union was also weakened internally by 
the Stalinist collectivization. Soviet diplomacy was therefore 
entitled to bide its time, to parley, and even to seek a temporary 
accommodation with Hitler. With a somewhat startling dis- 
interestedness Trotsky declared that if the Opposition were to 
assume office in present circumstances, it would not be able to 
act differently: Tn its immediate practical actions the Opposition 
would have to start from the existing balance of power. 
It would be compelled in particular to maintain diplomatic and 
economic connexions with Hitler’s Germany. At the same time 
it would prepare the revanche. This would be a great task, 
requiring time — a task that could not l)e aceomplished by 
spectacular gestures, but w'^ould demand a radical reshaping of 
policy in every field. His judgement remained unclouded by 
any personal emotion against Stalin, and severely objective. 


These were Trotsky’s last months on Prinkipo. For some 
time his French friends, especially Maurice Parijaninc, his 
translator, had urged the French Government to cancel the 
order under which Trotsky had, in 1916, been expelled from 
France ‘for ever’, and to grant him asylum. Trotsky was scepti- 
cal: he assumed that the Radical government, just formed 
under Edouard Daladicr, would be anxious to improve rela- 
tions with the Soviet Union and would not tolerate his presence 
in France. But he did what he could to help. He had just 
arranged to publish in New York an unflattering character 
study of Edouard Herriot, written shortly after the nocturnal 
tussle with the police at Marseilles; and he refrained from 
publishing lest it provided grist to the opponents of his ad- 
mission to France. He also wrote to Henri Guernut, the Minister 
of Education, who as a member of the government pleaded for 
Trotsky’s right to asylum; and he solemnly promised to behave 
with the utmost discretion in France and to cause the govern- 
ment no trouble.^ 

Weeks passed without a decision, the weeks during which he 
drafted his ideas on the Fourth International and also wrote a 
few minor essays on French political and literary topics. 
Uncertainty about his immediate future caused him to put 

B.O., no. 35, 1933. ^ The Archives, Closed Section. 
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aside larger literary plans and entailed financial troubles such 
as he had not known since 1929. The trip to Copenhagen, 
Zina’s illness, Lyova’s move to France, and the transfer of the 
Bullelin to Paris had involved him in large expenses just when 
his income Avas greatly reduced. In Germany, where his major 
works had had a wide reading public, the Nazis banned and 
burned his writings, along with all Marxist and Freudian 
literature, just after the third volume of the History of the Russian 
Revolution had come off the press. In the United States the 
History did not fare too well cither. Already in March he had 
written to a British admirer: ‘The world’s financial crisis has 
become my crisis also, especially as the sales of the History are 
quite pitiable.’ He contributed occasionally to the Manchester 
Guardian and other papers, but the fees amounted to little. To 
speed up the decision about the French visa, he wrote, on 
7 July, to Henri Molinier that he would be content with a 
residence permit that would allow him to stay not in metro- 
politan France but in Corsica, for even there he would be in 
closer contact with European politics and somewhat farther 
from the G.P.U. than on Prinkipo.^ His French friends, how- 
ever, demanded asylum for him in France, and their insist- 
ence was soon rewarded. Before the middle of July he received 
the visa. This was by no means an unqualified residence 
permit: he would be allowed to stay only in one of the southern 
departements] he would not be permitted to come, even for the 
shortest trip, to Paris; and he would have to keep a strict 
incognito and submit to stringent police surveillance. 

He accepted these terms as an incredible piece of good luck. 
At last he would be out of his Turkish backwater! And he was 
going to France, whose way of life and culture were so con- 
genial to him, and which was now the main centre of working- 
class politics in the West. Preparing, full of hopeful anticipation, 
for the journey, he yet cast a backward glance on his Prinkipo 
years. ‘Four and a half years ago when we came here’, he wrote 
in his diary, ‘the sun of prosperity still shone over the United 
States. Now those days seem as remote as prehistory, or as a 
fairy tale. . . . Here on this island of quiet and oblivion echoes 
from the great world reached us delayed and muffled.’ It was 
not without a tug of emotion that he took leave of the splendour 

^ The Archives, Closed Section. 
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of the Sea of Marmara and the fishing expeditions and that he 
thought of his faithful fishermen, some of whom, ‘their bones 
saturated through and through with tlie salt of the sea’, had 
recently found their rest in the village cemetery, while others 
had, in these years of slump, to struggle harder and harder to 
sell their catch. ‘The house is already empty. The wooden cases 
are already downstairs; young hands are driving in the nails. 
The floor of our old and dilapidated villa was painted with such 
queer paint in the spring that even now, four months later, 
tables, chairs, and our feet keep sticking to it. . . . Oddly, I feel 
as if my feet had got somewhat rooted in the soil of Prinkipo.’^ 

Fate had not spared him disappointment and sufl'ering on this 
island. The shadow of death had darkened for him many a day 
there, even the hours of the departure. The last thing he wrote 
on Prinkipo (apart from a farewell message of thanks to the 
Turkish Government) was an obituary on Skrypnik, the old 
Bolshevik, a leader of the October insuriection, later a fervent 
Stalinist, who, having come into conflict with Stalin, had just 
committed suicide. ^ 

Yet, despite all the adversities, the years Trotsky had spent on 
Prinkipo were the calmest, the most creative, and the least 
unhappy time of his exile. 

1 ‘Pered Otyezdom*, 15 July 1933 in The AuJiives. 

2 The obituary bears the date of 15 July; it appeared in B.O. in October, nos. 
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CHAPTER III 


The Revolutionary 
as Historian 


I I KK Thucydides, Dante, Machiavclli, Heine, Marx, Herzen, 
and other thinkers and poets, Trotsky attained his 
J full eminence as a writer only in exile, during the few 
Prinkipo years. Posterity will remember him as the historian 
of the October Revolution as well as its leader. No other 
Bolshevik has or could have produced so great and splendid 
an aceount of the events of 1917; and none of the many writers 
of the anti-Bolshevik parties has presented any worthy counter- 
part to it. The promise of this achievement could be discerned 
in Trotsky very early. His descriptions of the revolution of 1905 
provide till this day the most vivid panorama of that ‘general 
rehearsal’ for 1917. He produced his first narrative and 
analysis of the upheavals of 1917 only a few weeks after the 
October insurrection, during the recesses of the Brest Litovsk 
peace conference; and in subsequent years he went on working 
at his historical interpretation of the events in which he had 
been a protagonist. There was in him a twofold vis historica: 
the revolutionary’s urge to make history and the writer’s 
impulse to describe it and grasp its meaning. 

All banished men brood over the past; but only a few, 
very few, conquer the future. Hardly any one among them 
however, has had to fight for his life, morally and physically, 
as Trotsky fought. Stalin at first inflicted exile on him in 
the way the Romans used to inflict it — as a substitute for the 
death penalty; and he was not to remain content with the 
substitute. Even before Trotsky was assassinated physically, his 
moral assassins were at work for years, first effacing his name 
from the annals of the revolution and then reinscribing it as 
the eponym of counter-revolution. Trotsky the historian was 
therefore doubly embattled : he defended the revolution against 
its enemies; and he defended his own place in it. No writer 
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has ever created his major work in similar conditions, designed 
to inflame all his passions, to rob him of every calm thought, 
and to distort his vision. In Trotsky all passions were aroused, 
but his thought remained calm and his vision clear. He often 
recalled Spinoza’s maxim: ‘Neither weep nor laugh but 
understand’; but he himself could not help weeping and 
laughing; yet he understood. 

It would not be quite right to say that as historian he com- 
bined extreme partisanship with rigorous objectivity. He had 
no need to combine them : they were the heat and the light of 
his work, and as heat and light belonged to each other. He 
scorned the ‘impartiality’ and ‘conciliatory justice’ of the 
scholar who pretends ‘to stand on the wall of a threatened city 
and behold at the same time the besiegers and the besieged’.^ 
His own place was, as it had been in the years 1917-22, 
within the revolution’s threatened city. Yet his involvement in 
the struggle, far from blurring his sight, sharpens it. His an- 
tagonism to Russia’s old ruling classes and their willing and 
unwilling supporters makes him see clearly not only their vices 
or weaknesses but also such feeble and ineffective virtues as 
they possessed. Here, as in the best military thinking, extreme 
partisanship and scrupulously sober observation indeed go 
hand in hand. To the good soldier no tiling is of greater 
importance than to get a realistic picture of the ‘other side of 
the hill’, unclouded by wishful thinking or emotion. Trotsky, 
the commander of the October insurrection, had acted on 
this principle; and I’rotsky the historian does the same. He 
achieves in his image of the revolution the unity of the sub- 
jective and the objective elements. 

His historical writing is dialectical as is hardly any other 
such work produced by the Marxist school of thought since 
Marx, from whom he derives his method and style. To Marx’s 
minor historical works. The Class Struggle in France^ The i 8 th 
Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, and The Civil War in France, Trotsky’s 
History stands as the large mural painting stands to the minia- 
ture. Whereas Marx towers above the disciple in the power of 
his abstract thought and gothic imagination, the disciple is 
superior as epic artist, especially as master of the graphic 

^ Trotsky referred in particular to L. Madelin, ‘the reactionary and therefore 
fashionable’ French historian. Preface to History of the Russian Revolution, Vol. I. 
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portrayal of masses and individuals in action. His socio- 
political analysis and artistic vision are in such concord that 
there is no trace of any divergence. His thought and his 
imagination take flight together. He expounds his theory of 
revolution with the tension and the elan of narrative; and his 
narrative lakes depth from his ideas. His scenes, portraits, and 
dialogues, sensuous in their reality, are inwardly illumined 
by Iiis conception of the historical process. Many non-Marxist 
critics have been impressed by this distinctive quality of his 
writing. Here, for instance, is what a British historian, A. L. 
Rowse, says: 

TJie real importance of Trotsky’s History does not lie in his power 
of word painting, either of character or of scene, though indeed 
his gift is so brilliant and incisive that one is continually reminded 
of Carlyle. There is something of the same technique, the same 
mannerism even, in the way the rapid lights shift across the scene 
and particular odd episodes are brought out in singular sharpness 
of relief and made to bear general significance; something of the 
same difficulty in following the sequel of events — the lights are so 
blinding — one may add. But where Carlyle had but his magnificent 
powers of intuition to rely on, Trotsky has a theory of history at 
his command, which enables him to grasp what is significant and 
to relate things together. The same point can be illustrated more 
appositely by comparison with Winston Churchill’s The World 
Crisis, for the two men are not dissimilar in character and gifts of 
mind. But here again one notices the difference; for Mr. Churchill’s 
history, for all its personality, its vividness, and vitality, points 
which it has in common with Trotsky — has not a philosophy of 
history behind it.^ 

The remark about the similarity between Trotsky and 
Churchill is correct: at their opposite poles the two men 
represent the same blend of realism and romanticism, the 
same pugnacity, the same inclination to look, and to run, 
ahead of their class and milieu, and the same urge to make 
and to write history. One need not deny Churchill a ‘philo- 
sophy of history’ even if he holds it only instinctively; but 
it is true that Trotsky’s is a fully formed and elaborate theory. 
What is important is that his theoretical Weltanschauung 
permeates his sensitivity, amplifies his intuition, and heightens 


1 A. L. Rowse, End of an Epoch, pp. 282-3. 
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his vision. And, although he has in common with Carlyle 
the intensity and dazzling brilliance of imagery, he also has 
the compactness and clarity of expression and the balance of 
the greatest classical historians. He is indeed the only historian 
of genius that the Marxist school of thought has so far produced 
and so far — rejected.^ 


Of Trotsky’s two major historical works, My Life and The 
History^ the former is, of course, the less ambitious. He wrote 
it too early in a sense, though if he had not written it in 1929, 
or shortly thereafter, he might not have written it at all. It 
tells in the main one half of his story, that of his revolutionary 
triumph; it only sketches the beginning of the other half, 
which was still unfolding. He concluded the book after a few 
months in exile, only five years or so after the struggle between 
him and Stalin had begun in earnest. The conflict was still 
too fresh, and in relating it he was handicapped by tactical 
considerations and lack of perspective. What he was to live 
through in the coming eleven years Vv'as not only to be of great 
weight in itself, but was to reflect back upon all his earlier 
experience: the whole of his life was to take on the glow of 
tragedy from its grave and gloomy epilogue. He concluded 
My Life with a statement defying those who spoke of his 
tragedy: T enjoy the spectacle every scene of which I under- 
stand . . .’ he repeated after Proudhon. ‘What makes others 
wither, elevates . . . inspires, and fortifies me; how then . . . 
can I lament destiny . . .P’^ Would he have repeated these 
words a few years later ? In a sense, if it were to be held that 
tragedy necessarily includes the protagonist’s penance, there 
was indeed no tragedy in Trotsky — there was no penance in 
him to the end. Like Shelley, who could not bear that his 
Prometheus should end by humbling himself before Jupiter, 
Trotsky was ‘averse from a catastrophe so feeble’. His was the 
modern tragedy of the precursor in conflict with his con- 
temporaries, the tragedy an example of which he himself 
saw in Babcuf — only that his was a far larger drama, of far 

1 This is true, however, only to the extent to which it may be permissible to 
characterize the communist movement under Stalin and Khrushcliev as Marxist. 

2 Moya vol. II, p. 338. 
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greater catasirophic force. Yet even of this kind of tragedy 
there is no premonition in his autobiography, which con- 
sequently leaves the impression of a certain superficiality in 
the writer’s view of his own fortunes, the superficiality charac- 
teristic of the protagonist of a tragedy just before disasters 
assault him from all sides. 

'flic least convincing part of My Life is in the last chapters 
where h(' I'clates his struggle with Stalin. Even there he gives 
us a wealth of insight, incident, and characterization; but he 
does not go to the root of the matter and he leaves Stalin’s 
ascendancy only half explained. He portrays Stalin too much 
as villain ex machina\ and he views him still as he had viewed 
him years earlier, as too insignificant to be his antagonist, let 
alone to dominate the stage of the Soviet state and of inter- 
national communism for full three decades. ‘To the leading 
group of the party (to wider circles he was not known at all) 
Stalin always seemed a man destined to play second and third 
fiddle’, he says; and he suggests that although Stalin had come 
to play first fiddle he would soon, very soon, play out his tune.^ 
It may be recalled that Lenin in his will described Stalin as 
one of the ‘two most able men of the Central Committee’, the 
other being Trotsky, and warned the party that the animosity 
of these two men was the gravest danger to the revolution. 
Trotsky could not gloss over the wider political reasons for 
Stalin’s ascendancy, and he shows Stalin as the incarnation 
of the party machine and of the new bureaucracy greedy for 
power and privileges. Yet he could not explain convincingly 
why the leading cadre of Bolsheviks first assisted in the usurpa- 
tion and then connived in it, and why all this led to such 
extraordinary forms of the inner party struggle. As auto- 
biographer no less than as leader of the Opposition, Trotsky 
virtually ignores the intrinsic connexion between the sup- 
pression by Bolshevism of all parties and its self-suppression, 
of which Stalin was the supreme agent. He does not see why 
the party should have turned against itself the weapons it had 
wielded, far less savagely, against its enemies; and that it did 
so appears to him to be the result of a mere ‘conspiracy ’.^ 

Yet My Life remains an autobiographical masterpiece. 
Francois Mauriac rightly compares its opening chapters with 
^ Op. cit., vol. II, p. 247. 2 Ibid., pp. 227-34. 
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Tolstoy’s and Gorky’s descriptions of childhood.^ Trotsky 
has the same ‘childlike’ freshness of the eye and the same 
almost inexhaustible visual memory, the same power in the 
evocation of atmosphere and mood, and the same seeming 
ease in bringing characters and scenes to life. With one or two 
small strokes describing a grimace, a gesture, or the glimmer 
of an eye he conveys the inwardness and moral flavour of a 
human being. In this manner he portrays entire galleries of 
relatives, domestic servants, neighbours, schoolmasters, and 
so on. Here arc a few examples, although Iris prose is too 
close-textured for any excerpt to be even remotely as vibrant 
with life as it is in its context. He describes his headmaster at 
his school in Odessa: ‘He never looked at the person with 
whom he talked; he moved about the corridors and the 
classrooms noiselessly on rubber heels. He spoke in a small, 
hoarse, falsetto voice which, without being raised, could be 
terrifying. ... A humanity-hater by nature ... he seemed 
even-tempered, but inwardly was in a state of chronic irrita- 
tion.’ One of the masters was ‘thin, with a prickly moustache 
on a greenish-yellow face; his eyeballs were muddy, his 
movements as sluggish as if he had just awakened. He coughed 
noisily and spat in the classroom ... he would stare beyond 
his pupils. . . . Several years later he cut his throat with a 
razor.’ Another master: ‘A large and imposing man with 
gold-rimmed glasses on a small nose, with a manly young beard 
around his full face. Only when he smiled did it suddenly 
appear . . . that he was weak-willed, timid, torn within him- 
self. . . .’ And yet another: ‘A huge German with a large head 
and a beard which reached to his waist line, he carried his 
heavy body, which seemed a vessel of kindliness, on almost 
childlike limbs. He was a most honest person and suffered over 
the failures of his pupils. . . 

We are made to see the ‘seal of doom’ on the families of 
landowning neighbours, who ‘were all progressing with 
extraordinary rapidity, and all in the same direction, towards 
downfall’. To one of these families ‘the whole countryside had 
once belonged; but now their scion lives by writing petitions, 
complaints, and letters for the peasants. When he came to see 
us he used to hide tobacco and lumps of sugar up his sleeve, 

^ F. Mauriac, Meinoire^ IrUerieureSy pp. 1 2B-32 . “ Moya Z^izrit vol. I, pp. 67-7 1 . 
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and his wife did the same. With dribbling lips she would tell 
us stories of her youth, with its serfs, its grand pianos, its silks, 
and its perfumery. Their two sons grew up almost illiterate. 
The younger, Victor, was an apprentice in our machine shop.’ 
And here is a glimpse of a Jewish landlord: he ‘had received 
an education of the aristocratic kind. He spoke French fluently, 
])layed the piano. . . . His left hand was weak, but his right 
liand was fit, he said, to play in a concert. . . . He would often 
stop in the midst of playing, get up, and go to the mirror. 
Then, if no one was present, he would singe his beard on all 
sides with his burning cigarette — this was his idea of keeping 
his beard tidy.’ And behind these galleries of bankrupt land- 
lords and upstart farmers, emaciated labourers and diverse 
relatives, there is always the breath of the Ukrainian steppe: 
‘The name of Falz-Fein [a landlord, the ‘king of sheep’] rang 
like the sound of the feet of ten thousand sheep in motion, 
like the bleating of countless sheep, like the sound of the 
whistle of a shepherd in the steppes . . . like the barking of 
many sheepdogs. The steppe itself breathed this name both 
in summer heat and winter cold.’^ 

From the environment of his childhood Trotsky takes us 
to the first revolutionary circles of Nikolayev, the prisons of 
Odessa and Moscow, the colonies of exiles in Siberia; and then 
he shows us the galaxy of Iskra"^ editors, the schism at the 
second Congress of the party, and the birth of Bolshevism. 
In the whole literature about that period there is not a single 
memoir or eye-witness account that fixes so graphic a picture 
of the schism as that which we get from My Life, The fact that 
Trotsky had been a Menshevik in 1903 but wrote as a Bol- 
shevik has much to do with his rendering of the atmosphere 
and his portrayal of the personalities. In retrospect he sides 
with Lenin; but he also has to do justice to himself, to Martov, 
Axelrod, and Zasulich, and to explain why they all went against 
Lenin. Unlike nearly all Bolshevik and Menshevik memoirists, 
he shows each of the opposed groups from the inside; and 
although he now condemns politically the Mensheviks and 
himself, he does it with understanding and sympathy. Even 
before he introduces us to the political controversy, he makes us 
feel the underlying clash of characters : 

1 Op. riL, vol. I, chapter II. 
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Working side by side with Lenin, Martov, his closest companion 
in arms, was already beginning to feel not quite at his ease. They 
still addressed each other in second singular, but a certain coolness 
was beginning to creep into their relations. Martov lived much more 
in the present. . . . Lenin, although firmly entrenched in the present, 
was always trying to pierce the veil of the future. Martov evolved 
innumerable, often ingenious, guesses, liypothescs, and propositions 
which he himself promptly forgot; wlicn as Lenin waited until the 
moment when he needed them. The elaborate subtlety of Martov’s 
ideas made Lenin shake his head. . . . One can say that even before 
the split . . . Lenin was ‘hard’ and Martov 'soft’. And they both 
knew it. Lenin would glance at Martov, whom he highly esteemed, 
with a critical and somewhat suspicious look; and Martov, feeling 
this glance, would look down and his thin shoulders would twitch 
nervously. When they met and talked aftci wards, at least in my 
presence, one missed the friendly inflection and the jests. Lenin 
would look beyond Martov as he talked, while Martov’s eyes would 
grow glassy under his drooping and never quite clean pince-nez. 
And when Lenin spoke to me of Martov, there was a peculiar 
intonation in his voice: ‘Who said that? Julius?’ — and the name 
Julius was pronounced in a special way, with a slight emphasis, 
as if to give warning: ‘A good man, no question about it, even a 
remarkable one, but much too soft.’^ 

One has at once the sense of destiny coming at this moment 
between the two ‘closest comrades in arms’, and of defeat 
suspended over Martov’s frail and untidy figure. Trotsky does 
not forget how much as a young man he owed to Martov; 
and so, even as he passes his final judgement on him, he does 
it with sorrowful warmth : ‘Martov [was] . . . one of the most 
tragic figures of the revolutionary movement. A gifted writer, 
an ingenious politician, a penetrating thinker, he stood far 
above the . . . movement of which he became the leader. But 
his thought lacked courage; his insight was devoid of will. 
Sheer doggedness was no substitute. His first reaction to events 
always tended to be revolutionary. In his second thoughts, 
however, lacking the support of an active will, he usually 
slid back.’ The lack of active will is depicted here as the basic 
infirmity crippling a daring mind and noble character. How 
different is this sketch of Plekhanov drawn with discreet anti- 
pathy : 


1 Op. cit., vol. 1 , i)p. 175 6. 
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... he apparently sensed something. ... At least he told Axelrod 
referring to Lenin: ‘Of such stuff the Robespierres are made.’ 
Plckhanov himself did not play an enviable part at the Congress. 
Only once did I see and hear him in all his power. That was at 
a session of the Programme Commission. With a clear, scientifically 
exact scheme of the Programme in mind, sure of himself, his 
knowledge and superiority, with a gay ironic sparkle in his eyes, 
his greying moustache alert and bristling, with slightly theatrical, 
lively and expressive gestures, Plekhanov as Chairman illumined 
the entire large gathering with his personality, like a live firework 
of erudition and wit.^ 

How devastating is this seemingly flattering picture of the 
man, with his self-satisfaction and vanity breaking through his 
brilliance, and with the suggestion of the firework about to 
fizzle out in darkness. 

No less suggestive and memorable arc the character sketches 
of the leaders of European socialism in the pre-1914 era: 
August Bcbel, Karl Kautsky, Jean Jaures, Victor Adler, 
Rudolf Hilferding, Karl Renner, and many others. In a brief, 
often humorous passage, dealing with an outwardly trivial 
incident, Trotsky tells us about the time and the men more 
than do many learned volumes. He relates, for instance, how 
in 1902, after his first escape from Siberia, he stopped, penni- 
less, hungry, but full of the importance of his mission, in 
Vienna and called at Social Democratic headquarters to ask 
the celebrated Victor Adler for help in arranging his further 
journey to London. It is Sunday: the offices are closed. On the 
staircase he meets an old gentleman ‘looking none too amiable’, 
whom he tells that he must see Adler. ‘Do you know what day 
it is?’ the gentleman replies sternly. ‘It is Sunday’, and tries 
to by-pass the intruder. ‘No matter, I want to see Adler.’ 
At this the accosted man ‘replies in the voice of one who is 
leading a battalion to the attack: “I am telling you Doctor 
Adler cannot be seen on a Sunday.” ’ Trotsky tries to impress 
the old man with the urgency of his business ; but he thunders 
back: ‘Even if your business were ten times as important — 
do you understand ? — even if you brought the news — you hear 
me? — that your Tsar was assassinated, that a revolution had 
broken out in your country — do you hear me? — even that 


^ Op. cit., vol. I, p. 189. 



THE REVOLUTIONARY AS HISTORIAN 227 

would not give you the right to disturb the Doctor’s Sunday 
rest.’ This was Fritz Austerlitz, famous editor of the Arbeit- 
erzeitung, the ‘terror of his office’, who in 1914 was to become 
a most chauvinistic war propagandist.^ 

On that staircase the young revolutionary, freshly emerged 
from the Russian underground, ran straight into the embodi- 
ment of the orderly, hierarchical, routine-ridden bureaucracy 
of European socialism. In a few sentences he relates his meeting 
with Adler, whom he managed to reach after all: ‘A short 
man, with a pronounced stoop, almost a hunch, and with 
swollen eyes in a tired face.’ Trotsky apologized for dis- 
turbing the Sunday rest. ‘ “Go on, go on,” Adler replied with 
seeming sternness, but in a tone which encouraged instead of 
intimidating me. One could sec intelligence emanating from 
every wrinkle of his face.’ Told about the strange staircase 
encounter, Adler wondered: ‘Who could it have been? A 
tall man? And did he speak to you like that? He shouted? 
Oh, that was Austerlitz. You say he shouted ? Oh, yes, it was 
Austerlitz. Do not take it to heart. If you ever bring news of 
revolution in Russia you may ring my bell evc'ii at night.’ 
These few lines at once confront us with another element of 
European pre-1914 socialism: the sensitive intelligence of the 
old pioneer leader, who, however, becomes gradually the 
glorified prisoner of the party’s sergeant-major. The book is 
strewn with hundreds of such laconic and expressive incidents 
and dialogues. 

When he comes to the climax of his life, the October Revo- 
lution and the Civil War, Trotsky describes it with the utmost 
restraint, with sparse, often pointillistic, touches. This, to take 
a random illustration, is how he shows the current of popular 
feeling underlying the brief triumph of reaction in the hungry 
and stormy July days of 1917, when Bolshevism seemed to be 
down and out, and I.enin, branded as German spy, had gone 
into hiding. Trotsky takes us into the canteen of the Petrograd 
Soviet : 

I noticed that Grafov (a soldier in charge of the canteen) would 
slip me a hotter glass of tea, or a sandwich better than the rest, 
avoiding looking at me. He obviously was in sympathy with the 
Bolsheviks but had to hide this from his superiors. I began to look 
’ Op. cit., vol, I, p. 165. 
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about me more attentively. Grafov was not the only one: the whole 
lower stafl* ol' the Smolny — porters, messengers, watchmen — were 
uiimislakal)Iy with the Bolsheviks. Then I felt that our cause was 
half won. But so far only half.^ 

A chilcPs remark, a glimpse of Lenin’s ‘soiled collar’ on the 
day after the October rising, the view of a long, dark, crowded 
corridor in the Smolny, alive like an anthill, a grotesque 
ej)isoch‘ occurring in the middle of a decisive battle, and a terse 
dialogue — it is mostly through such details that he conveys 
the colour and the air of an historic scene. His artistry is in 
his indirect approach to events too immense to be depicted 
frontally (in an autobiography) and too big for big words. 

It has been said of My Life that it shows up Trotsky’s egotism 
and ‘self-dramatization’. Autobiography being ‘egotistical’ by 
definition, this criticism amounts to saying that he should not 
have indulged in it. He himself had his ‘Marxist’ scruples, 
which lingered on even while he was putting the title to the 
book. ‘If I had been writing these memoirs in different cir> 
cumstances,’ he apologizes, ‘although in other circumstances 
I should hardly have written them at all — I should have 
hesitated to include much of what I say in these pages.’ But 
he was compelled to counter the avalanche of Stalinist falsi- 
fication which covered every part of his life story. ‘My friends 
arc in prison or in exile. I am obliged to speak of myself. . . . 
It is a question not merely of historical truth but also of a 
political struggle that is still going on.’ He was in the position 
of a man in the dock, charged with every imaginable and 
unimaginable crime, who tries to vindicate himself by giving 
the court a full account of his doings and is then shouted down 
for his preoccupation with himself. 

This is not to deny that there was an unmistakable streak of 
self-centredness in Trotsky. It belonged to his artistic nature; 
it developed during the pre-revolutionary years, when he 
walked by himself, neither a Bolshevik nor a Menshevik; and 
Stalinist vilification, forcing him into an intensely personal 
self-defensive attitude, brought it to the fore. Yet, of his self- 
dramatization’ one would be entitled to speak only if his 
autobiography, or any biography of him, could at all make 
his life appear more dramatic than it actually was. To the 
^ Op. cit., vol. II, pp. 36-7. 
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extent to which in My Life he was not yet conscious of the 
tragic quality of his fate, it would be more correct to say that 
he under-dramatized himself. Nor, as we shall sec later, can 
there be any question of his having over-stated his role in the 
revolution. In both My Life and the History^ his real hero is not 
himself but Lenin, in whose shadow he deliberately placed 
himself. 

Others have criticized My Life for its lack of introspection 
and the author’s failure to reveal his subconscious mind. 
True enough, Trotsky produces no ‘interior monologue’; he 
does not dwell on his dreams or complexes; and he observes 
an almost puritanical reticence about sex. This is, after all, a 
political autobiography, political in a very wide sense. Still, the 
author’s respect for the rational core of psychoanalysis shows 
itself in the care he takes with the description of liis childhood, 
where he does not omit such possible clues for the psychoanalyst 
as experiences and ‘accidents’ of the infantile yc'ars, toys, &c. 
(The narrative begins with the words: ‘At times it has seemed 
to me that I can remember suckling at my mother’s breast. . . /) 
He gives this incidental explanation of his caution about Freud- 
ian introspection: ‘Memory is . . . not disinterested’, he says 
in the Preface. ‘Not rarely it suppresses or relegates to an 
obscure corner episodes which go against the grain of the 
individual’s controlling vital instinct. . . . This, however, is a 
question for “psychoanalytical” criticism, which is sometimes 
ingenious and instructive, but more often whimsical and arbi- 
trary.’ He had gone into the subject of psychoanalysis deeply 
and sympathetically enough to know its pitfalls; and he had 
neither the time nor the patience for ‘whimsical and arbitrary’ 
guesses about his subconscious. Instead, he offered a self-portrait 
remarkable for its conscious integrity and human warmth. 

As a political work My Life failed to achieve its immediate 
purpose: it made no impression on the communist public at 
whom it was primarily aimed. To average party members the 
mere reading of it was an impiety; and they did not read it. 
The few who did felt offended or antagonized. They were 
either committed to the Stalin cult, and the book only con- 
firmed for them Stalinist imputations about Trotsky’s personal 
ambition; or they were shocked to sec that a leader of the 
revolution should at all engage in self-portraiture. ‘Here is 
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Trotsky, the Narcissus, in the act of self-adulation’ was a typical 
comment. And so communists overlooked the rich historical 
material Trotsky put before them, his insights into revolution, 
and his interpretation of Bolshevism from which they might 
have drawn many lessons for themselves. On the other hand, 
the book found a wide bourgeois reading public, which 
admired its literary qualities, but had little or no use for its 
message. '‘Mein Leid ertont der unbekannten Menge, Ihr Beifall 
selhsl macht meinem Herzen bang . . Trotsky might have said 
of himself. 


The History is his crowning work, both in scale and power 
and as the fullest expression of his ideas on revolution. As an 
account of a revolution, given by one of its chief actors, it 
stands unique in world literature. 

He introduces us to the scene of 1917 with a chapter ‘Pecu- 
liarities of Russia’s Development’ which sets the events in deep 
historical perspective; and one recognizes in this chapter at 
once an enriched and mature version of his earliest exposition 
of Pei’manent Revolution, dating back to 1906.^ We are shown 
Russia entering the twentieth century without having shaken 
off the Middle Ages or passed through a Reformation and 
bourgeois revolution, yet with elements of a modern bourgeois 
civilization thrust into her archaic existence. Forced to advance 
under superior economic and military pressure from the West, 
she could not go through all the phases of the ‘classical’ cycle of 
western European progress. ‘Savages throw away their bows 
and arrows for rifles all at once, without travelling the road 
which lay between those two weapons in the past.’ Modern 
Russia could not enact a Reformation of her own or a bourge- 
ois revolution under bourgeois leadership. Her very backward- 
ness impelled her to advance politically all at once to the point 
western Europe had reached and to go beyond it— to socialist 
revolution. Her feeble bourgeoisie being unable to cast off the 
burden of a semi-feudal absolutism, her small but compact 
working class, eventually supported by a rebellious peasantry, 
came forward as the leading revolutionary force. The working 
class could not content itself with a revolution resulting in the 
1 See The Prophet Armed, chapter VI. 
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establishment of a bourgeois democracy — it had to fight for 
the realization of the socialist programme. Thus by a ‘law of 
combined development’ the extreme of backwardness tended 
towards the extreme of progress, and this led to the explosion 
of 1917- 

The ‘law of combined development' accounts for the force 
of the tensions within Russia’s social structure. Trotsky, how- 
ever, treats the social structure as a ‘relatively constant’ 
clement of the situation which does not account by itself 
for the events of the revolution. In a controversy with Pok- 
rovsky, he points out that neither in 1917 nor in the pre- 
ceding decade did any fundamental change occur in Russia’s 
social structure — the war had weakened and exposed that 
structure but not altered it.^ The national economy and the 
basic relations between social classes were in 1917 broadly 
the same as in 1 91 2-14, and even in 1905-7. What then 
accounted directly for the eruptions of February and October, 
and for the violent ebb and flow of revolution in between? 
The changes in mass psychology, Trotsky replies. If the 
structure of society was the constant factor, the temper and 
the moods of the masses were the variable element which 
determined the flux and reflux of events, their rhythm and 
direction. ‘The most indubitable feature of a revolution is the 
direct intervention of the masses in historic events. The 
revolution is there in their nerves before it comes out into the 
street.’ The History is therefore to a large extent a study in 
revolutionary mass psychology. Delving into the intercon- 
nexion between the ‘constant’ and ‘variable’ factors, he 
demonstrates that what makes for revolution is not merely 
the fact that the social and political institutions have long 
been in decay and crying out to be overthrown, but the 
circumstances that many millions of people have for the 
first time heard that ‘cry’ and become aware of it. In tlie social 
structure the revolution had been ripe well before 1917; in 
the mind of the masses it ripened only in 1917. Thus, para- 
doxically, the deeper cause of revolution lies not in the mobility 
of men’s minds, but in their inert conservatism; men rise 
en masse only when they suddenly realize their mental lag 
behind the times and want to make it good all at once. This is 

1 Preface to vol. I and introduction to vols. II and^III of the History. 
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the lesson the History drives home: no great upheaval in society 
follows automatically from the decay of an old order; genera- 
tions may live under a decaying order without being aware of 
it. But when, under the impact of some catastrophe like war 
or economic collapse, they become conscious of it, there comes 
the gigantic outburst of despair, hope, and activity. The 
historian lias therefore to ‘enter into the nerves’ and the minds 
of millions of people in order to feel and convey the mighty 
heave that overturns the established order. 

The academic pedant burrowing in mountains of documents 
in order to reconstruct from them a single historical incident 
may say that no historian can ‘enter into the nerves’ of millions. 
Trotsky is aware of the difTiculties : the manifestations of mass 
consciousness arc scrappy and scattered; and this may lead 
the historian to arbitrary constructions and false intuitions. 
But he points out that the historian can nevertheless verify 
the truth or untruth of his image of mass consciousness by 
certain severely objective tests. He must follow faithfully the 
internal evidence of the events. He can and must check 
whether the motion of mass consciousness, as he sees it, is 
consistent with itself; whether every phase of it follows neces- 
sarily from what went before it, and whether it leads clearly 
to what comes after it. He must further consider whether the 
flow of mass consciousness is consistent with the movement of 
events: arc the moods of the people reflected in the events 
and do they in turn reflect these? If it be argued that the 
answers to such questions must be vague and subjective, 
Trotsky replies by referring, in the Marxist manner, to prac- 
tical action as the final criterion. He points out that what he 
is doing as an historian, he and other Bolshevik leaders did 
while they were making the revolution: relying upon analysis 
and observation they made guesses about the state of mind and 
the moods of the masses. All their crucial political decisions 
rested on those ‘guesses’; and the course of the revolution is 
there to show that, despite trial and error, these had been 
broadly correct. If in the heat of battle the revolutionary was 
able to form an approximately correct image of the political 
emotions and thoughts of millions, there is no reason why the 
historian should not be able to form it after the event. 

The manner in which Trotsky depicts the mass in action 
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has much in common with Eisenstein's method in the classical 
Potemkin, He picks out of the crowd a few individuals, exposes 
them in a moment of excitement or apathy, and lets them 
express their mood in a phrase or gesture; then he shows us 
the crowd again, a dense and warm crowd, swayed by a tidal 
emotion or moving into action ; and we recognize at once that 
this is the emotion or action which the individual phrase or 
gesture had foreshadowed. He has a peculiar gift for over- 
hearing the multitudes as they think aloud and for letting us 
hear them for ourselves. In conception and image he leads 
perpetually from the general to the particular and back to the 
general; and the passage is never unnatural or strained. Here 
one is again reminded of the comparison between Trotsky 
and Carlyle; but the comparison lights up a contrast rather 
than a similarity. In the Histories of both much of the ethos 
depends on the mass scenes. Both make us feel the elemental 
force of an insurgent people, so that wc view it as if we were 
watching landslides or avalanches on the move. But whereas 
Carlyle’s crowds are driven only by emotion, Trotsky’s think 
and reflect. They are elemental; yet they are human. Carlyle’s 
mass is enveloped in a purple haze of mysticism, which suggests 
that the revolutionary people of France are God’s blind 
scourge bringing retribution upon a sinful ruling class. His 
mass fascinates us and repels us. He ‘enters into its nerves’, 
but only after he has worked himself up into a frenzy — he 
himself is all nerves and hallucinatory fever. Trotsky draws 
his mass scenes with not less imaginative elan^ but with crys- 
talline clarity. He lets us feel that here and now men make 
their own history; and that they do it in accordance with the 
‘laws of history’, but also by acts of their consciousness and 
will. Of such men, even though they may be illiterate and 
crude, he is proud ; and he wants us to be proud of them. The 
revolution is for him that brief but pregnant moment when 
the humble and downtrodden at last have their say. In his 
eyes this moment redeems ages of oppression. He harks back 
to it with a nostalgia which gives the re-enactment a vivid 
and high relief. 

He does not, however, overstate the role of the masses. He 
does not oppose them to the parties and leaders as, for instance, 
does Kropotkin, the great anarchist historian of the French 
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Revolution, who seeks to prove that every advance of the 
revolution is due to spontaneous popular action and every 
setback to the scheming and the ‘statesmanship’ of politi- 
cians. Trotsky sees the masses as the driving force of the 
upheaval, yet a force which needs to be concentrated and 
directed. Only the party can provide direction. ‘Without a 
guiding organization the energy of the mass would dissipate 
like steam not enclosed in a piston box. But nevertheless what 
moves things is not the piston or the box but the steam.’ 
The great contrast which he draws between the two revolu- 
tions of 191 7 is based on this idea. The February revolution was 
essentially the work of the masses themselves, whose energy 
was powerful enough to force the Tsar to abdicate and to 
bring the Soviets into existence, but then dissipated before 
having solved any of the great issues, allowing Prince Lvov to 
become the head of the government. The October Revolu- 
tion was primarily the work of the Bolsheviks who focused and 
directed the energy of the masses. 

The relationship between classes and parties is much more 
complex in Trotsky’s presentation, however, than any mech- 
anistic simile might suggest. He shows the subtle interplay of 
many objective and subjective factors. What guides a party 
in its action is basically a definite class interest. But the con- 
nexion between class and party is often involved and some- 
times ambiguous; in a revolutionary era it is also highly 
unstable. Even if a party’s behaviour is ultimately governed 
by its nexus with one particular class, it may recruit its follow- 
ing from another, a potentially hostile, class. Or it may represent 
only one phase in the development of a social milieu, a phase 
to which some leaders remain mentally fixed, while the 
milieu has left it far behind. Or else a party may be ahead 
of its class and expound a programmer which the latter is not 
yet ready to accept, but which events will force it to accept; 
and so on and so forth. In a revolution the traditional political 
balance collapses, and new alignments take shape abruptly. 
Trotsky’s History is a grand inquiry into the dynamic of these 
processes. 


We have said that Trotsky does not disguise his hostility 
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towards the enemies of the October Revolution. To put it 
more accurately, he confronts them before the tribunal of 
history as Counsel for the Prosecution; and there he inflicts 
upon them for a second time the defeat he had inflicted on 
them in the streets of Petrograd. As a rule this is not a role that 
fits the historian. Yet in history as in law it happens that the 
Counsel for the Prosecution may present the fullest possible 
truth of a case — namely, when he charges the men in the 
dock with offences they have actually committed; when he 
does not exaggerate their guilt; when he enters into their 
conditions and motives and gives due weight to mitigating 
circumstances; when he supports every count of the indict- 
ment with ample and valid evidence; and, finally, when the 
defendants, having full freedom to refute the evidence, not 
only fail to do so, but loudly quarrelling among themselves 
in the dock only confirm it. Such is the manner in which 
Trotsky discharges his duty. When his History was published, 
and for many years thereafter, most of the chiefs of the anti- 
Bolshevik parties, Miliukov, Kerensky, Tseretelli, Chernov, 
Dan, Abramovich, and others were alive and active as 
emigres. Yet none of them has exposed a single significant 
flaw in the fabric of fact which he presented; and none, with 
the partial exception of Miliukov, has seriously attempted an 
alternative account.^ And so (since no History worthy of the 
name has so far been produced in the Soviet Union cither), 
Trotsky’s work is still, in the fifth decade after October, the 
only full-scale history of the revolution. This is no accident. 
All the other major actors, again with ihc partial exception 
of Miliukov, were so entangled in their contradictions and 
failures as to be incapable of presenting in full their own 
more or less coherent versions. They refused to go back as 
historians to the fatal battlefield where every landmark and 
indeed every inch of land reminded them of their disgrace. 
Trotsky revisits the battlefield, his conscience clear and his 
head up. 

Yet his story has no real villains. He does not, as a rule, 

^ Miliukov, liowcvcr, liimsclf partly renounced his own work as being from an 
historical viewpoint inadequate. Miliukov, hlorya Vtoroi Russkoi Revolutsii, Preface. 
The main, or rather the only, point of fact on which Kerensky seeks to refute 
Trotsky is in reiterating the old accusation that Lenin and the Bolshevik party were 
spies in German pay. Kerensky, Crucifixion of Liberty y pp. 285!^ 
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depict the enemies of Bolshevism as corrupt and depraved 
men. He docs not strip them of their private virtues and personal 
honour. If tlicy nevertheless stand condemned, it is because 
he has shown them as defending indefensible causes, as lagging 
behind the times, as elevated by events to heights of responsi- 
bility to which they had not risen mentally and morally, and 
as perpetually torn between word and deed. The villainy he 
exposes lies in the archaic social system rather than in indi- 
viduals. His determinist view of history allows him to treat 
adversaries, not indulgently indeed, but fairly, and at times 
generously. When he depicts an enemy in power he shows him 
complacent, talking big, throwing his weight about; and he 
crushes him with irony or indignation. Not rarely, however, 
he stops to pay a tribute to an adversary’s past achievement, 
integrity, even heroism; and he sighs over the deterioration of 
a character worthy of a better destiny. When he describes a 
broken enemy, he dwells on the necessity of what had happened 
and exults in its historic justice; but sometimes the exultation 
subsides and he casts a commiserating glance — usually his 
last glance — at the prostrate victim. 

He never paints the enemies of the revolution blacker than 
they have painted one another. Often he paints them less 
black, because he dissects their mutual animosities and 
jealousies and makes allowance for exaggeration in the cruel 
insults they exchanged. He treats the Tsar and the Tsarina 
no more mercilessly than Witte, Miliukov, Denikin, and 
even more orthodox monarchists have treated them. He even 
‘defends’ the Tsar against Liberal critics, who have held that 
by means of timely concessions the Tsar might have averted 
the catastrophe. Nicholas II, Trotsky argues, made quite a 
few concessions, but could not yield more ground than self- 
preservation permitted. As in Tolstoy’s War and Peace^ so in 
Trotsky the Tsar is a ‘slave of history’. ‘Nicholas II inherited 
from his ancestors not only a giant empire, but also a revolu- 
tion. And they did not bequeath him one quality which would 
have made him capable of governing an empire, or even a 
province, or a county. To that historical flood which was 
rolling its billows each one closer to the gates of his palace, the 
last Romanov opposed only a dumb indifference.’^ He draws 
1 Trotsky, op. cit., \ol. I, p. 71. 



TH£ REVOLUTIONARY AS HISTORIAN 237 

a memorable analogy between three doomed monarchs: 
Nicholas II, Louis XVI, and Charles I, and also between 
their Queens. Nicholas’s chief characteristic is not just cruelty, 
of which he was capable, or stupidity, but ‘mcagreness of 
inner powers, a weakness of the nervous discharge, poverty of 
spiritual resources’. ‘Both Nicholas and Louis XVI give the 
impression of people overburdened by their job, but at the 
same time unwilling to give up even a part of those rights 
which they are unable to use.’ Each went to the abyss ‘with 
the crown pushed down over his head’. But, Trotsky remarks, 
‘would it be any easier ... to go to an abyss which you cannot 
escape anyway with your eyes wide open?’ He shows that 
at the decisive moments, when the three sovereigns arc over- 
taken by their fate, they look so much like each other that their 
distinctive features seem to vanish, because ‘to a tickle people 
react differently, but to red hot iron alike’. As for the Tsarina 
and Marie Antoinette, both were ‘enterprising but chicken- 
headed’ and both ‘sec rainbow dreams as they drown’.^ 

And here is how he portrays the Cadets, the Mensheviks, and 
the Social Revolutionaries. Miliukov: ‘Professor of history, 
author of significant scholarly works, founder of the Cadet 
Party . . . completely free from that insufferable, half- 
aristocratic and half-intellectual, political dilettantism which is 
proper to the majority of Russian Liberal men of politics. 
Miliukov took his profession very seriously and that alone dis- 
tinguishes him.’ The Russian bourgeoisie did not like him 
because ‘prosaically and soberly, without adornment [he] 
expressed the political essence of the Russian bourgeoisie. 
Beholding himself in the Miliukov mirror, the man of the 
bourgeoisie saw himself grey, self-interested, and cowardly; 
and, as so often happens, he took offence at the mirror’. 
Rodzianko, the Tsar’s Lord Chamberlain who became one 
of the leaders of the February regime, cuts a grotesque figure : 
‘Having received power from the hands of conspirators, rebels, 
and tyrannicides, [he] wore a haunted expression in those 
days . . . sneaked on tiptoe round the blaze of the revolution, 
choking from the smoke and saying: “Let it burn down to 
the coals, then we will try to cook up something.” 

Trotsky’s Mensheviks and Social Revolutionaries have, of 
^ Ibid., pp. 108-18. 2 pp. IP7_8. 



THE PROPHET OUTCAST 


238 

course, little in common with the faceless counter-revolutionary 
phantoms usually shown in Stalinist and even post-Stalinist 
literature. Each of them belongs to his species, but has his 
individual traits of character. Here is a thumbnail sketch of 
Chkheidze, the Menshevik President of the Petrograd Soviet: 
‘He tried to consecrate to the duties of his office all the re- 
sources of his conscientiousness, concealing his perpetual lack 
of confidence in himself under an ingenious jocularity. He 
carried the ineradicable imprint of his province . . . moun- 
tainous Georgia . . . the Gironde of the Russian revolution.’ 
The ‘most distinguished figure’ of that Gironde, Tseretelli, had 
for many years been a hard labour convict in Siberia, yet 

remained a radical of the southern French type. In conditions of 
ordinary parliamentary routine he would have been a fish in water. 
But he was born into a revolutionary epoch and had poisoned him- 
self in youth with a dose of Marxism. At any rate, of all the Men- 
sheviks, Tseretelli . . . revealed the widest horizon and the [strongest] 
desire to pursue a consistent policy. For this reason he, more than 
any other, helped on with the destruction of the February regime. 
Chkheidze wholly submitted to Tseretelli, although at moments he 
was frightened by that doctrinaire straightforwardness which 
caused the revolutionary hard labour convict of yesterday to unite 
with the conservative representatives of the bourgeoisie.^ 

Skobclcv, once Trotsky’s disciple, looks like an undergraduate 
‘playing the role of a statesman on a home-made stage’. 

And as for Lieber: 

If the first violin in the orchestra . . . was Tseretelli, the piercing 
clarinet was played by Lieber, with all his lung power and blood 
in his eyes. This was a Menshevik of the Jewish Workers’ Union 
(the Bund) with a long revolutionary past, very sincere, very 
temperamental, very eloquent, very limited, and passionately 
desirous of showing himself an inflexible patriot and iron states- 
man . . . beside himself with hatred of Bolsheviks. 

Chernov, the ex-participant in the Zimmerwald movement, 
now Kerensky’s Minister: 

A well-read rather than educated man, with a considerable but 
unintegrated learning, Chernov always had at his disposition a 
boundless assortment of appropriate quotations, which for a long 

1 Trotsky, op. cit., vol. I, p. 243. 
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time caught the imagination of the Russian youth without teaching 
them much. There was only one single question which this many- 
worded leader could not answer: Whom was he leading and 
whither? The eclectic formulas of Chernov, ornamented with 
moralisms and verses, united for a time a most variegated public 
who at all critical moments pulled in different directions. No wonder 
Chernov complacently contrasted his methods of forming a party 
with Lenin’s ‘sectarianism’. ... He decided to evade all issues, 
abstaining from the vote became for him a form of political life. . . . 
With all the differences between Chernov and Kerensky, who hated 
each other, they were both completely rooted in the pre-revolu- 
tionary past — in the old, flabby Russian society, in that thin- 
blooded and pretentious intelligentsia, burning with a desire to 
teach the masses of the people, to be their guardian and benefactor, 
but completely incapable of listening to them, understanding them, 
and learning from them.^ 

What distinguishes Trotsky’s Bolsheviks from all other 
parties is precisely the ability to ‘learn from the masses’ as 
well as to teach them. But it is not without reluctance and 
inner resistance that they learn and rise to their task; and when 
Trotsky concludes with an apotheosis of the revolution and its 
party, he leaves us wondering for just how long the Bolsheviks 
will go on ‘learning from the masses’. The party he shows us 
is very different from the ‘iron phalanx’ which, in the official 
legend, marches steadfastly and irresistibly, free from all 
human frailty, towards its predetermined goal. It is not that 
Trotsky’s Bolsheviks lack ‘iron’, determination and audacity; 
but they possess these qualities in doses appropriate to the 
human character and distributed rather unevenly among 
leaders and rankers. We see them in their finest moments, 
when isolated, insulted, and battered, they hope and struggle 
on. In selfless devotion to a cause none of their adversaries is 
their equal. Greatness of purpose and character is ever present 
in their picture. But we sec them also in disarray and con- 
fusion, the leaders shortsighted and timid, the rankers groping 
tensely and awkwardly in the dark. Because of this Trotsky 
has been accused of presenting a caricature of Bolshevism. 
Nothing is further from the truth. His picture is superbly true 
to nature precisely because he exposes all the weaknesses, 
doubtings, and waverings of Bolshevism. At the decisive 

^ Ibid., pp. 244-6. 
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moment the hesitancy and the divisions are subdued or over- 
come, and doubt gives place to confidence. That the party had 
to struggle with itself as well as with its enemies in order to 
rise to its role does not derogate from its accomplishment — 
it makes the accomplishment all the greater. Trotsky does not 
detract from the political honour even of Zinoviev, Kamenev, 
Rykov, Kalinin, and the others who shrank from the great 
leap of October; if his narrative brings discredit upon them, 
it is only because after the event they posed as the unflagging 
leaders of the iron phalanx. 

The History highlights two great ‘inner crises’ of Bolshevism 
in the year of the revolution. In the first Lenin, just returned 
from Switzerland, presents his April Theses and politically 
‘rearms’ his party for warfare against the February regime; 
in the second, at the penultimate stage of the revolution, the 
advocates and opponents of insurrection confront each other 
in the Bolshevik Central Committee. In both crises the lime- 
light rests for a long time on a narrow circle of leaders. Yet 
the scenes engrave themselves on our mind as deeply as do the 
broader, majestic images of the February rising and of the 
October Revolution or as docs the sombre interval of the July 
days, when the movement is shown at its nadir. In both crises 
we arc made to feel that it is on the few members of the Central 
Committee that the fate of the revolution hangs: their vote 
decides whether the energies of the masses are to be dissipated 
and defeated or directed towards victory. The problem of 
masses and leaders is posed in all its acuteness; and almost at 
once the limelight is focused even more narrowly and intensely 
on a single leader — Lenin. 

Both in April and October, Lenin stands almost alone, mis- 
understood and disavowed by his disciples. Members of the 
Central Committee are on the point of burning the letter in 
which he urges them to prepare for insurrection; and he 
resolves to ‘wage war’ against them and if need be to appeal, 
disregarding party discipline, to the rank and file. ‘Lenin did 
not trust the Central Committee — without Lenin . . .’, Trotsky 
comments; and ‘Lenin was not so wrong in his mistrust’.^ Yet 
in each crisis he eventually won the party for his strategy and 
threw it into battle. His shrewdness, realism, and concentrated 

^ Op. cit., vol. Ill, p. 131. 
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will emerge from the narrative as the decisive elements of the 
historic process, at least equal in importance to the spon- 
taneous struggle of millions of workers and soldiers. If their 
energy was the 'steam’ and the Bolshevik party the 'piston 
box’ of the revolution, Lenin was the driver. 

Here Trotsky is grappling with the classical problem of 
personality in history; and here he is perhaps least successful. 
His factual account of Lenin's activity is irreproachable. At 
no stage is it possible to say that here, at this or that point 
Lenin did not act and the other Bolsheviks did not behave as 
Trotsky tells us they did. Nor is he out to present Lenin as a 
self-sufficient maker of events. ‘Lenin did not oppose the party 
from outside, but was himself its most complete expression’, 
he assures us; and he repeatedly demonstrates that Lenin 
merely translated into clear formulas and action the thoughts 
and moods which agitated the rank and file, and that because 
of this he eventually prevailed. Leader and mass act in unison. 
There is a deep concord between Lenin and his party, even 
when he is at cross purposes with the Central Committee. 
Just as Bolshevism had not made its historic entry by chance, 
so Lenin’s part was not fortuitous: he was 'a product of the 
whole past . . . embedded in it with the deepest roots. . . .’ 
He was not ‘a demiurge of the revolutionary process’; but 
merely a link, 'a great link’, in a chain of objective historic 
causes.^ 

However, having placed Lenin as a link in this chain, 
Trotsky then intimates that without the ‘link’ the ‘chain’ 
would have fallen to pieces. He asks what would have hap- 
pened if Lenin had not managed to return to Russia in April 
1917 — ‘Is it possible ... to say confidently that the party 
without him would have found its road ? We would by no means 
make bold to say that. . . .’ It is quite conceivable, he adds, that 
‘a disoriented and split party might have let slip the revolu- 
tionaiy opportunity for many years’. If in the History Trotsky 
expresses this view with caution, he dots the i’s elsewhere. In 
a letter he wrote to Preobrazhensky from Alma Ata he says: 
'You know better than I do that had Lenin not managed to 
come to Petrograd in April 1917, the October Revolution 
would not have taken place.’ In his French Diary he makes the 
1 Op. cit., vol. I, pp. 341-2. 
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point categorically: ‘Had I not been present in 1917 in Petro- 
grad the October Revolution would still have taken place — on 
the condition that Lenin was present and in command. If neither 
Lenin nor I had been present in Petrograd, there would have 
been no October Revolution: the leadership of the Bolshevik 
Party would have prevented it from occurring — of this I have 
not the slightest doubt If Lenin is not yet a ‘demiurge of 
history’ here, this is so only in the sense that he did not make 
the revolution ex nihilo: the decay of the social structure, the 
‘steam’ of mass energy, the ‘piston box’ of the Bolshevik party 
(which Lenin had designed and engineered) — all these had to 
be there in order that he should be able to play his part. But 
even if all these elements had been there, Trotsky tells us, 
without Lenin the Bolsheviks would have ‘let slip the revolu- 
tionary opportunity for many years’. For how many years? 
Five— six? Or perhaps thirty- forty? We do not know. In any 
case, without Lenin, Russia might have continued to live under 
the capitalist order, or even under a restored Tsardom, per- 
haps for an indefinite period; and in this century at least 
world history would have been very different from what it 
has been. 

For a Marxist this is a startling conclusion. The argument 
admittedly has a flavour of scholasticism, and the historian 
cannot resolve it by reference to empirical evidence: he 
cannot re-enact the revolution, keep Lenin out of the spec- 
tacle, and see what happens. If the issue is nevertheless pur- 
sued a little further here, this is done not for the sake of the 
argument but for the light it throws on our chief character. 
On this point the views of Trotsky, the historian, are closely 
affected by the experience and the mood of Trotsky, the leader 
of the defeated Opposition — it is doubtful whether earlier in 
his career he would have expressed a view which goes so 
strongly against the grain of the Marxist intellectual tradition. 

Of that tradition Plekhanov’s celebrated essay The Role of 
the Individual in History is highly representative — like Plek- 
hanov’s other theoretical writings it exercised a formative 
influence on several generations of Russian Marxists. Plek- 
hanov discusses the issue in terms of the classical antinomy of 


1 Trotsky's Diary in Exile, pp. 53-54. The letter to Preobrazhensky, written in 
1928, is 111 llic Trotsky Atchives. 
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necessity and freedom. He does not deny the role of the per- 
sonality; he accepts Carlyle’s dictum that ‘the great man is a 
beginner’: ‘This is a very apt description. A great man is 
precisely a beginner because he sees farther than others and 
desires things more strongly than others.’ Hence the ‘colossal 
significance’ in history and the ‘terrible power’ of the great 
leader. But Plekhanov insists that the leader is merely the 
organ of an historic need or necessity, and that necessity 
creates its organ when it needs it. No great man is therefore 
‘irreplaceable’. Any historic trend, if it is deep and wide 
enough, expresses itself through a certain number of men, not 
only through a single individual. In discussing the French 
Revolution, Plekhanov asks a question analogous to that 
which Trotsky poses: what would have been the course of the 
revolution without Robespierre or Napoleon? 

Let us assume that Robespierre was an absolutely indispensable 
force in his party; but even so he was not the only one. If the 
accidental fall of a brick had killed him in, say, January 1793, 
his place would, of course, have been taken by someone else; and 
although that other person might have been inferior to him in 
every respect, events would have nevertheless taken the same 
course as they did with Robespierre. . . . The Gironde would 
probably not have escaped defeat, but it is possible that Robes- 
pierre’s party would have lost power somewhat earlier ... or 
later, but it would have certainly fallen. . . .^ 

What Trotsky suggests is that if a brick had killed Lenin, 
say in March 1917, there would have been no Bolshevik 
revolution in that year and ‘for many years after’. The fall 
of the brick would consequently have diverted a tremendous 
current of history in some other direction. The discussion about 
the individual’s role turns out to be a debate over accident in 
history, a debate with a close bearing on the philosophy of 
Marxism. Plekhanov concludes his argument by saying that 
such accidental ‘changes in the course of events might, to some 
extent, have influenced the subsequent political . . . life of 
Europe’, but that ‘in no circumstances would the final outcome 
of the revolutionary movement have been the “opposite” of 
what it was. Owing to the specific qualities of their minds and 

^ G. Plekhanov, Izbrannye Filosofskie Proizvedenya^ vol. II, p. 325. (In English: 
The Role of the Individual in History ^ pp. 46-47.) 
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their characters, influential individuals can change the inii^ ^ 
vidual features of events and some of their particular consequences^ 
but they cannot change their general trendy which is determined 
by olhci forces’. Trotsky implies that Lenin’s personality 
changed not merely the ‘individual features of events’, but 
the general trend- -without Lenin the social forces that made 
that trtmd or contributed to it would have been ineffective. 
This conclusion accords ill with Trotsky’s Weltanschauung and 
with much else besides. If it were true that the greatest revolu- 
tion of all time could not have occurred without one particular 
leader, then the leader cult at large would by no means be 
preposterous; and its denunciation by historical materialists, 
from Marx to Trotsky, and the revulsion of all progressive 
thought against it would be pointless. 

Trotsky evidently succumbs here to the ‘optical illusion’ of 
which Plckhanov speaks in his argument against historians 
who insist that Napoleon’s role was decisive because no one 
else could have taken his place with the same or a similar 
effect. The ‘illusion’ consists in the fact that a leader appears 
irreplaceable because, having assumed his place, he prevents 
others assuming it. 

Coming forward [as the ‘saviour of order’] . . . Napoleon made it 
impossible for all other generals to play this role; and some of them 
might have performed it in the same or almost the same way as 
he did. Once the public need for an energetic military ruler was 
satisfied, the social organization barred the road to this position . . . 
for all other gifted soldiers. . . . The power of Napoleon’s personality 
presents itself to us in an extremely magnified form, for we credit 
him with the power of the social organization which had brought 
him to the fore and held him there. His power appears to us quite 
exceptional because other powers similar to his did not pass from 
the potential to the actual. And when we are asked: ‘What would 
have happened if there had been no Napoleon?’ our imagination 
becomes confused, and it seems to us that without him the social 
movement upon which his strength and influence were based could 
not have taken place. ^ 

Similarly, it may be argued, Lenin’s influence on events 
appears to us greatly magnified because once Lenin had 
assumed the post of the leader, he prevented others from 

^ Plekhanov, op. cit., pp. 325--6. (English ed., loc. cit.) 
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‘V assuming it. It is, of course, impossible to say who might have 
taken his place had he not been there. It might have been 
Trotsky himself. Not for nothing did revolutionaries as important 
as Lunacharsky, Uritsky, and Manuilsky, discussing, in the 
summer of 1917, Lenin’s and Trotsky’s relative merits, agree 
that Trotsky had at that time eclipsed Lenin — and this while 
Lenin was there, on the spot; and although Lenin’s influence 
on the Bolshevik party was decisive, the October insurrection 
was in fact carried out according to Trotsky’s, not to Lenin’s, 
plan. If neither Lenin nor Trotsky had been there someone 
else might have come to the fore. The fact that among the 
Bolsheviks there was apparently no other man of their stature 
and reputation does not prove that in their absence such a 
man would not have emerged. History has indeed a limited 
number of vacancies for the posts of great chiefs and com- 
manders; and once the vacancies are filled, potential candidates 
have no opportunity to develop and achieve ‘self-fulfilment’. 
Need it be held that they would not have achieved it in any 
circumstances? And could Lenin’s or Trotsky’s part not have 
been played by leaders smaller in stature, with this difference 
perhaps that the smaller men instead of ‘allowing destiny to 
direct’ them would have been ‘dragged’ by it ? 

It is a fact that almost every great leader or dictator appears 
irreplaceable in his lifetime; and that on his demise someone 
does fill his place, usually someone who to his colleagues 
appears to be the least likely candidate, a ‘mediocrity’ ‘des- 
tined to play second or third fiddle’. Hence the surprise of so 
many at seeing first Stalin as Lenin’s successor and then 
Khrushchev as Stalin’s heir, the surprise which is a by-product 
of the optical illusion about the irreplaceable colossus. Trotsky 
maintains that only Lenin’s genius could cope with the tasks 
of the Russian Revolution ; and he often intimates that in other 
countries too the revolution must have a party like the Bol- 
shevik and a leader like Lenin in order to win. There is no 
gainsaying Lenin’s extraordinary capacity and character, or 
Bolshevism’s good fortune in having him at its head. But 
have not in our time the Chinese and the Yugoslav revolutions 
triumphed under parties very different from that of the Bol- 
sheviks of 1917, and under leaders of smaller, even much smaller, 
stature ? In each case the revolutionary trend found or created 
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its organ in such human material as was available. And if it 
seems implausible to assume that the October revolution 
would have occurred without Lenin, this is surely not as 
implausible as is the opposite assumption that a brick falling 
from a roof in Zurich early in 1917 could have altered the 
fortunes of mankind in this century. 

Let us add that this last view accords so ill with Trotsky’s 
basic philosophy and conception of the revolution that he could 
not uphold it consistently. Thus, in the Revolution Betrayed, 
written a few years later, he asserts: 

The quality of the leadership is, of course, far from being a 
matter of indifference . . . but it is not the only factor, and in the 
last analysis is not decisive. . . . The Bolsheviks . . . conquered . . . 
not through the personal superiority of their leaders, but through 
a new correlation of social forces. ... fin the French Revolution 
too] ill the successive supremacy of Mirabeau, Brissot, Robespierre, 
Barras, and Bonaparte, there is an obedience to objective law 
incomparably more effective than the special traits of the historic 
protagonists themselves.^ 

As indicated, Trotsky’s ‘optical illusion’ about Lenin sheds 
a light on himself and his state of mind in these years rather 
than on Lenin. He produced the History after the orgy of the 
Stalinist ‘personality cult’ had begun; and his view of Lenin 
was a negative reflex of that cult. He appealed against the 
‘irreplaceable’ Stalin to the ‘irreplaceable’ Lenin. Moreover, 
in view of the apathy and amorphousness of Soviet society, 
the leader did indeed loom incomparably larger in those 
years than in 1917, when the whole mass of the nation was 
seething with political energy and activity. On the one hand 
Stalin was emerging as autocrat; on the other, Trotsky was of 
necessity exercising a sort of ideal, moral autocracy as sole 
mouthpiece of the Opposition. He too, in his defeat, loomed as 
an individual exceptionally, even uniquely, large. As historian, 
he projected the leader’s huge apparition back on to the screen 


1 Trotsky, The Revolution Betrayed, pp. 87-88. Characteristically, Sidney Hook in 
his reaction against Marxism (and Trotskyism) leaned heavily 011 the subjectivist 
note in Trotsky’s treatment of Lenin, and concluded that the October Revolution 
‘was not so much a product of the whole past of Russian histoiy as a product of 
one of the most event-making figures of all time’. Hook, The Hero in History, 

pp. 150-1- 
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of 1917, and drew this self-defensive moral: 'From the extra- 
ordinary significance which Lenin’s arrival acquired, it 
should only be inferred that leaders arc not accidentally created, 
that they are gradually chosen out and trained up in the 
course of decades, that they cannot be capriciously replaced, 
that their mechanical exclusion from the struggle gives the 
party a living wound, and in many cases may paralyse it for 
a long period.’^ In his Diary he draws the moral even more 
explicitly : 

... I think that the work on wliich I am engaged now [the 
opposition to Stalin and the foundation of the Fourth International], 
despite its extremely insullicient and fragmentary nature, is the 
most important work of my life — more important than 1917, more 
important than tlie period of the civil war, oi- any other. ... I 
cannot speak of the ‘indispensability’ of my wf'rk, even in the 
period of 1917 to 1921. But now my work is ‘indispensable’ in the 
full sense of the word. There is no arrogance in this claim at all. 
The collapse of the two Internationals has posed a problem which 
none of the leaders of these Internationals is at all equipped to 
solve. The vicissitudes of my personal fate have confronted me with 
this problem and armed me with important experience in dealing 
with it. There is now no one except me to carry out the mission of 
arming a new generation with the revolutionary method. ... I 
need at least about five more years of uninterrupted work to 
ensure the succession. ^ 

He needed to feel that the leader, whether Lenin in 1917 or 
he himself in the nineteen-thirties, was irreplaceable — from 
this belief he drew the strength for his solitary and heroic 
exertions. And now, when alone of a whole Bolshevik genera- 
tion he spoke against Stalin, no one indeed was in a 
position to take his place. But, precisely because he was 
alone and irreplaceable did so much of his labour run to 
waste. 

Quite apart from the pros and cons of this argument, 
Trotsky’s feelings towards Lenin need further elucidation. The 
opinions of two contemporaries may be cited. ‘Trotsky is 
prickly and imperative. Only in his relations with Lenin, after 

1 History of the Rm\ian Revolution, vol. I, p. 342. There is, however, a non seqmtur 
in this moral, for if leaders arc ‘not accidentally (reated* they are not accidentally 
(or ‘capriciously’) eliminated either. 

2 Diary in Exile, p. 54. 
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their union, did he show always a touching and tender defer- 
ence. With the modesty characteristic of truly great men, he 
recognize d Lenin’s priority’,^ thus wrote Lunacharsky in 1923, 
at the beginning of the anti-Trotsky campaign. Krupskaya, 
speaking, in the early nineteen- thirties, to a famous foreigner, 
a non-conniniriist, and knowing that she was eavesdropped 
upon and that her words would be reported to Stalin, also 
remarked on Trotsky’s ‘domineering and difficult character’, 
but added: ‘He loved Vladimir Ilyich very deeply; on learning 
of his death, he fainted and did not recover for two hours.’^ 
This love and recognition of Lenin’s priority arc evident in 
all of Trotsky’s post-revolutionary utterances on Lenin. As 
early as September 1918, after Dora Kaplan’s attempt on 
Lenin’s life, he paid this tribute to the wounded leader: 


All that was best in Russia’s revolutionary intellectuals of earlier 
times, their spirit of self-denial, their audacity, their hatred of 
oppression — all this is concentrated in the figure of this man. . . . 
Supported by Russia’s young revolutionary proletariat, utilizing 
the rich experience of a world-wide workers’ movement, he has 
risen to his full stature ... as the greatest man of our revolutionary 
epoch. . . . Never yet has the life of any one of us seemed to us so 
secondary in importance as it does now, at a moment when 
the life of the greatest man of our epoch is in peril.® 


There was not a hint of sycophancy in these words. Lenin 
was not yet surrounded by any cult; and Trotsky was more 
than once yet to voice strong disagreement with him. In 1920, 
on the occasion of Lenin’s fiftieth birthday, he published an 
essay, more restrained in tone, on Lenin as a ‘national type’ 
embodying the best sides of the Russian character.'* In exile, 
after he had left Prinkipo, he began to work on Lenin’s full- 
scale biography, of which he finished only the few opening 
chapters. His failure to complete this work is partly made 
good by a wealth of biographical sketches he had written and 
published in the early nineteen-twenties. These deal with two 
decisive periods of Lenin’s life, the years 1902-3 and 1917-18, 
and give a portrait throbbing with life and suffused with the 
tenderness of wdiich Lunacharsky spoke. ^ 

® Memoirs of Michael Karolyiy p. 265. 

4 Op. cit., pp. 205-10. ® Op. cit. 


1 Lunarharsky, Revolulsionnye Siluety. 
3 Trotsky, L^nine, pp. 211-18. 
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What Trotsky admired in Lenin was his UseleustremlennQst\ 
his being completely geared up to his great purpose, his 
tension vers le but — but also the personality, in which high- 
mindedness is matched by zest for life, gravity of purpose 
by rich humour, fanatical devotion to principle by supple- 
ness of thought, ruthlcssness and cunning in action by delicate 
sensitivity, high intellect by simplicity. He shows the ‘greatest 
man of our epoch’ as a fallible being; and so he demolishes the 
Stalinist icon of Lenin. Yet he himself approaches Lenin 
bare-headed, as it were, and, unabashed, reveres him. But he 
does not genuflect. He pays a manly tribute not to an idol but 
to the man as he knew him. Even while he depicts Lenin’s 
heroic character, he does not make a demigod of him, 
presents a lifesizc and workaday figure, not a solemn statue. 
He employs the most ephemeral genre, the journalistic 
sketch, to create an enduring picture; and his sketches of 
Lenin have lar gi eater artistic cfiTect than those drawn by 
two eminent contemporary novelists, (lorky and Wells. He 
watches Lenin avidly from every angle: he catches his 
mind at work; the way he constructs an argument; his 
appearance and manner on the platform; his gesticulation 
and the movements of his body; the tone of his laughter; 
even his practical jokes. Wc see Lenin’s brow clouded with 
indignation and anger; we observe him playing gently with 
a dog in a dramatic moment, ^vhile he is making up his 
mind on a grave issue; we catch a glimpse of him as he 
races like a schoolboy across the Kremlin Square to the gov- 
ernment’s conference room eager to play an amusing trick on 
his fellow Commissars. And all the time there is in the 
painter’s searching eye a glimmei of love for the ‘prosaic 
genius of the revolution’. 

There is also a flicker of remoisc in the paintei’s eye. 
Trotsky had spent by Lenin’s side, in close partnership, only 
about six years, his best, his epoch-making years. He had 
passed the earlier thirteen or fourteen years in factional 
struggle against Lenin, assailing him with ferocious personal 
insults, as ‘slovenly attorney’, as ‘hideous caricature of Robes- 
pierre, malicious and morally repulsive’, as ‘exploiter of 
Russian backwardness’, ‘demoralizer of the Russian working 
class’, &c., insults compared with which Lenin’s rejoinders 
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were restrained, almost mild. Though Lenin had never, since 
1917, even hinted at all this, the invective had been too 
wounding not to have left any scar. Even between 1917 and 
1923, when they were in the closest political union, their rela- 
tions lacked a note of personal intimacy — there was a certain 
reserve in Lenin. ^ Trotsky, in his ‘touching deference’, made 
tacit and tactful amends. In his writings he is still, perhaps 
only half consciously, anxious to compensate Lenin post- 
humously for all the abuse. He admits that in 1903, when 
h(‘ broke with Lenin, the revolution was still largely a ‘theo- 
retical abstraction’ to himself, while Lenin had already fully 
grasped its realities. Again and again he speaks of the inner 
resistance h(' had to overcome, while ‘moving towards Lenin’. 
But having over come it and rejoined Lenin, he placed himself 
in his shadow; and there he still keeps himself as historian. He 
relates conscientiously all their differences; but his memory 
shrinks from the recollection. It shortens instinctively the time 
of their separation, softens the harshness of the antagonism, 
and dwells with delight on the years of friendship, seeking to 
extend them as it were backwards and forwards. Sometimes 
in reverie he seems to relive his life in continuous undisturbed 
har mony with Lenin. He thinks of writing a book about the 
intimate, fruitful, and lifelong friendship of Marx and Engels, 
his ideal of friendship which it was not given him to achieve in 
his own life. Eleven years after Lenin’s death he notes in the 
Diary: 

Last iiij^ht ... I dr eamt I had a conversation with Lenin. Judging 
by tire sunonndings, it was on a ship on the third class deck. Lenin 
was lying in a bunk, I was standing or sitting near him. . . . He 
was questioning me anxiously about ni) illness. ‘You seem to have 
accumulated nervous fatigue, you must rest. . . .' 1 answered that 
I had always recovered I'rom fatigue quickly, but . . . that this 
time the trouble seems to lie in some d('eper processes. . . . ‘Then 
you should seriously (he emphasized the word) consult the doctors 

1 The Prophet Armed, pp. 92 93. When I remarked to Natalya Sedova on the 
lack of the note of personal intimacy between Lenin and 'Frotsky and suggested 
that the wounding character of Trotsky’s pre-revolutionary polemics had rendered 
this impossible, she replied that she had never thought about it in this way. On 
reflection, however, she added : ‘Perhaps such was indeed the reason for a certain 
reserve on Lenin’s pait. Those old factional struggles were conducted in a savage 
and beastly manner {Eto byla zverinnaya horbay. 
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(several names . . I answered that I had already had many 
consultations . . . but looking at Lenin I recalled that he was dead. 
I immediately tried to drive away this thought. . . . When I had 
finished telling him about my therapeutic trip to Berlin in 1926, 
I wanted to add, ‘This was after your death’; but I checked myself 
and said, ‘After you fell ill . . 

Dream and reverie shield Trotsky in his vulnerability; and 
in wish-fulfilment he sees himself protected by Lenin's care and 
affection. 


The ‘optical illusion' about Lenin is the sole instance of 
subjectivist thinking in the Ilislory. Otherwise it is as an objec- 
tive thinker that Trotsky presents the events. To be sure, 
only an actor and an eye-witness could feel as intimately as he 
does the inwardness, the cok)ur, and th(' flavour of every fact 
and scene. But as historian he stands above himself as actor 
and eye-witness. What is said of (kiesai that as author he 
was only the shadow of the commander and politician — 
cannot be said of Trotsky. He submits his work to the most 
exacting tests and supports the narrative by the most rigorous 
testimony, which as a rule he draws from enemies rather than 
friends. He never refers to his own authority; and only very 
rarely does he introduce himself as a dramatis persona. He 
devotes, for instance, only one brief dry sentence to his assump- 
tion of the Presidency of the Petrograd Soviet, which was one 
of the great scenes and momentous events of the time.^ It is 
perhaps a defect of the History that if one tried to deduce from 
it alone just how important was Trotsky’s role in the revo- 
lution, one would form a w^rong idea. Trotsky looms incom- 
parably larger, in 1917, on every page of Pravda, in every 
anti-Bolshevik newspaper, and in the records of the Soviets and 
the party than he does in his own pages. His silhouette is the 
only almost empty spot on his vast and animated canvas. 


Hazlitt held that oratorical genius and literary greatness are 
incompatible. Yet Trotsky who had in such full measure the 
orator’s cjuickncss of perception, spontaneous eloquence, and 

^ Diary in Exile, pp. 130-1. “ History, vol. II, p. 347. 
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responsiveness to audience, possessed in the same degree the 
habits, of deep and sustained reflection, the indifference to 
ephemeral satisfaction, and the ‘patience of soul’ indispensable 
to the true writer. Lunacharsky, himself a most prominent 
speakci', describes Trotsky as ‘the first orator of his time’ and 
his writing as ‘congealed speech’. ‘He is literary even in his 
oratory and oratorical even in literature.’^ This opinion applies 
well U) IVotsky’s early writings; and Lunacharsky expressed it 
in 1923 before Trotsky the writer rose to his full height. In 
My Life and in the History the rhetorical element is sternly 
disciplined by the needs of narrative and interpretation, and 
the prose has an epic rhythm. It is still ‘congealed speech’ in 
, |he sense in which all narrative is. 

For decades Trotsky’s major works have been read only in 
translations. As the man was exiled, so his literary genius was 
banished into foreign languages. He found skilful and devoted 
translators in Max Eastman, Alexandra Ramm, and Maurice 
Parijanine who acquainted the European and American 
public with his major works. Yet something of his spirit and 
style is missing from any translation, although Trotsky, having 
absorbed so much of the European literary tradition, is the 
most cosmopolitan of Russian writers. But it was from his native 
sources that he drank most deeply, imbibing the vigour, 
subtlety, colour, and humour of the Russian tongue. He is, 
in his generation, the greatest master of Russian prose. To the 
English ear his style may sometimes seem to suffer from that 
‘too muchness’ in which Coleridge saw the flaw of even the 
best German, or continental, style. This is a matter of taste 
and accepted stylistical standards, which vary not only from 
nation to nation, but within the same nation from epoch to 
epoch. Emotional vigour and strong, repetitive emphasis 
belong to the style of a revolutionary era, when speaker and 
writer expound to great masses of people ideas over which a 
life and death struggle is being waged; and, of course, the 
raised voices in which people communicate on a battlefield or 
in a revolution arc unbearable at the quiet fireplace of the 
Englishman’s castle. However, My Life and the History are 
free from ‘too muchness’. Here Trotsky exercises a classical 
economy of expression. Here he is an ‘objective word maker’, 

^ Lunacharsky, op. cit. 
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Striving for the utmost precision in nuance of meaning or 
mood — a heavy worker in the field of letters. He moulds his 
work with a watchful eye on the structure of the whole and the 
proportions of the parts, with an unflagging sense of artistic 
unity. So closely does he weave his theoretical argument into 
the narrative that try to disentangle them and the fabric loses 
texture and pattern. He knows when to contract and when 
to expand his story as very lew^ narrators know. Yet it is not by 
arbitrary design that he expands or contracts it: the pace and 
cadences are attuned to the pulse of events. The whole has the 
torrential flow proper to a presentation of revolution. But for 
long stretches he keeps his rhythms even and regular, until 
when they approach a climax, they rise and grow, passion 
and tempestuous, so that tlic Red Guards’ assault on 
Winter Palace, the sirens of the battleships on the Neva, tti 
final cut and thrust between the parties in the Soviet, the col-» 
lapse of a social order, and the triumph of revolution are 
reproduced with symphonic cflTcct.^ And in all this grand 
sweep his Sachlichhcit is never lost- -his originality lies in the 
combination of classical grandeur and sober modernity. 

Over his pages he strews dazzling similes and metaphors; 
these spring spontaneously from his imagination, but he never 
loses control over them. His imagery is as precise, conceptually, 
as it is vivid. He uses metaphor with a definite purpose: to 
accelerate thought; to illumine a situation; or to clip tightly 
together two or more threads of ideas. The image may flash 
out in a single sentence; it may shape itself more slowly over 
the length of a passage; or it may grow in a chapter like a 
plant, push up a shoot first, blossom forth a few pages later, 
and come to fruition before the end of the chapter. Note, for 
instance, the use of metaphor in a passage describing the 
beginning of the February revolution: the scene is a demon- 
stration of 2,500 Petrograd workers which, in a narrow place, 
runs into a detachment of Cossacks, ‘those age-old subduers 
and punishers’ of popular revolt: 

Cutting their way with the breasts of their horses, the officers 
first charged through the crow'd. Behind tliem, filling the whole 
width of the Prospect, galloped the Cossacks. Decisive moment! 
But the horsemen, cautiously, in a long ribbon, rode through the 
^ Compare, e.g., pp. 301, 305, 313, 315—16, 377 -8 in the History^ vol. III. 
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corridor just made by the officers. ‘Some of them smiled,’ Kayurov 
recalls, ‘and one of them gave the workers a good wink.’ This wink 
was not witliout meaning. The workers were emboldened with a 
friendly, not hoslile, kind of assurance, and slightly infected the 
Cossacks witii it. The one who winked found imitators. In spite of 
renewed efforts from the officers, the Cossacks, without openly 
breaking discipline, failed to force the crowd to disperse, but 
flowed thiough it in streams. This was repeated three or four times 
and brought the two sides ever closer together. Individual Cossacks 
began to reply to the workers’ questions and even to enter into 
momentary conversations with them. Of discipline there remained 
but a thin transparent shell that threatened to break through any 
second. The officers hastened to separate their patrol from the 
PP^Workers, and, abandoning the idea of dispersing them, lined the 

>ssacks out across the street as a barrier to prevent the demon- 
strators from getting to the centre. But even this did not help: 
standing stock-still in perfect discipline, the Cossacks did not 
hinder the workers from ‘diving’ under their horses. The revolution 
does not choose its paths: it made its first steps towards victory 
under the belly of a Cossack’s horse. ^ 

The generalizing image of the revolution diving under the 
belly of a Cossack’s horse emerges naturally from the descrip- 
tive passage: it illumines all the novelty, hopefulness, and 
uncertainty of the situation. We feel that this time the workers 
will not be trampled upon though their positon is not yet quite 
secure. But turn another twenty pages, which narrate the pro- 
gress of the rising, and the metaphor reappears in modified 
form, as a reminder of the distance the revolution has 
travelled: 

One after another came the joyful reports of victories. Our own 
armoured cars have appeared! With red flags flying, they are 
spreading terror through the districts to all who have not yet 
submitted. Now it will no longer be necessary to crawl under the 
belly of a Cossack’s horse. The revolution is standing up to its full 
height.- 

Not less characteristic is a different kind of image in which 
the writer depicts a peculiar scene with such intensity that the 
scene itself grows into a haunting symbol. He describes the 
antagonism between oflicers and men in the disintegrating 
Tsarist army: 

^ History, vol. 1 , pp. 


2 Ibid., p. 143. 
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The blind struggle had its ebbs and flows. The officers would try 
to adapt themselves; the soldiers would again begin to bide their 
time. But during this temporary relief, during these days and weeks 
of truce, the social hatred which was decomposing the army of the 
old regime would become more and more intense. Oftener and 
oftener it would flash out in a kind of heat lightning. In Moscow, 
in one of the amphitheatres, a meeting of invalids was called, soldiers 
and officers t(3gethcr. An orator-cripple began to cast aspersions 
on the officers. A noise of protest arose, a stamping of shoes, canes, 
crutches. ‘And how long ago were you, Mr. Officer, insulting the 
soldiers with lashes and fists?’ These wounded, shell-shocked, 
mutilated people stood like two walls, one facing the other. Crippled 
soldiers against crippled officers, the majority against the minority, 
crutches against crutches. I’hat niglitmare scene in the amp 
theatre foreshadowed the ferocity of the coming civil war.^ 

This sternly realistic reportage is all terse passion. The 
scene is rendered in six clipped and harsh sentences. A few 
words transfer us into the amphitheatre and hit our ears with 
the ‘stamping of shoes, canes, crutches’. A commonplace simile 
stresses the uncommonness of the spectacle : the cripples stand 
‘like two walls, one facing the other’. How much tragic pathos 
is condensed in these few and apparently artless sentences. 

Sarcasm, irony, and humour pervade all his writings. He 
has turned against the established order not only from indig- 
nation and theoretical conviction but also from a sense of its 
absurdity. In the midst of the most tense and merciless struggle 
his eye catches the grotesque or comic incident. He is struck, 
and struck for ever afresh, by men’s wcakmindedness, mean- 
ness, and hypocrisy. In My Life lie recollects how in New 
York, early in 1917, Russo-Amcrican socialists reacted to his 
forecast that the Russian Revolution would end in the over- 
throw of bourgeois rule as well as ofTsardom: 

Almost everyone I talked with took my words as a joke. At a 
special meeting of ‘worthy and most worthy’ Russian Social 
Democrats I gave a lecture in which I argued that the proletarian 
party would inevitably assume power in the next phase of the 
Russian revolution. The eflcct was like that of a stone thrown 
into a puddle alive with puffed up and phlegmatic frogs. Dr. 
Ingerman did not hesitate to point out that I was ignorant of the 


^ History y vul. 1, p. 27;}. 
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rudiments of political arithmetic and that it wsw not Woi®! VWc 
wasting five minutes to refute my nonsensical dreams.^' 

It is ^\ith this kind of amused disdain that Trotsky mos 
often laughs at his adversaries. His laughter is not kindly 
except on rare occasions, or in recollections of childhood an< 
youth when he could still laugh disinterestedly. Later, he is to< 
much absorbed in too bitter a struggle; and he derides men anc 
inslilutions in order to turn the people against them. ‘What! 
lie says in effect, ‘Arc we going to allow those puffed up anc 
phlegmatic fiogs to have it all their way and to manage ou 
human affairs for us?’ His satire was to make the oppressec 
and the downtrodden look down upon the mighty in thcii 
feats; and the mighty squirmed under the lash. Like Lessing 
Heine’s famous portrait), he not only cuts off the head o 
his enemy, but ‘is malicious enough to lift it from the grounc 
and show the public that it is quite empty’. Never docs he cui 
off SO many heads, and show them to have been empty, aj 
when he revisits, with Clio, the great battlefield of October. 

\fnvn P’hi "ti vr>l T r> »i i rL 



CHAPTER IV 


'Enemy of the People’ 

‘ I ^ OR the very reason that it fell to niy lot to take part in 
■H great events, my past now cuts me off from chances of 
-L action’, Trotsky remarks in his Diary. T am reduced 
to interpreting events and trying to foresee their future^ 
course.’^ This appears to be the only such observation he ma(^ 
about himself; and it expresses more than he probably intenj 
to say. To judge from the context, what he had in mind 
that his ostracism made it impossible for him to engage in 
large-scale political activity. In truth, his past ‘cut him off froin 
chances of action’ in another and deeper sense as well. His ideas 
and methods and his political character belonged to an epoch 
towards which the present, the period of his banishment, was 
hostile; and because of this they did not have their impact. 
Elis ideas and methods were those of classical Marxism and 
were bound up with the prospect of revolution in the ‘advanced* 
capitalist West, His political character had been formed in the 
atmosphere of revolution from below and proletarian demo- 
cracy, in which Russian and international Marxism had been 
nurtured. Yet in the period between the two world wars, 
despite the intense class struggles, international revolution 
stagnated. The staying power of western capitalism proved 
Far greater than classical Marxism had expected; and it was 
Further enhanced as Social Democratic reformism and Stalin- 
ism disarmed the labour movement, politically and morally. 
Only in the aftermath of the Second World War was inter- 
national revolution to resume its course; but then its main 
arena was to be in tlie underdeveloped East, and its forms, 
and partly also its cojitent, were to be very different from those 
predicted by classical Marxism. To castcan Euroj^e revolution 
was to be brought, in the main, ‘from above and from outside’ 
— by conquest and occupation; while in China it was to rise 
not as a proletarian democracy, spreading from the cities to 

1 7 rotskfs Diary in Exile ^ p. 21 . 
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the country, but as a gigantic jacquerie conquering the cities 
from the country and only subsequently passing from the 
‘bourgeois democratic’ to the socialist phase. In any case, the 
years of Trotsky’s exile were, from the Marxist viewpoint, a 
time oul of joint, an historic hiatus; and the ground crumbled 
und(T the champion of classical socialist revolution. In the 
stormy events of the nineteen-thirties, especially in those 
oulside the IJ.wS.S.R., Trotsky was essentially the great out- 
sider. 

Yet his past, which liad ‘cut him oiriVom chances of action’, 
did not allow him to be inactive eithc]-: the man of October, 
he founder of the Red Army, and the erstwhile inspirer of the 
l^porrimunist International could not possibly reconcile him- 
^Sclf to the outsider’s role. It was not that such a part would 
have been incompatible with his Marxist outlook. Marx and 
Engels themselves were, ibr long pi riods, detached from ‘prac- 
tical’ politics, engaged in fundamental theoretical work, and 
content to ‘interpret’ events- they were in a sense outsiders. 
Not they but Lassalle led the* lirst socialist mass movement in 
Germany; not they but Pioudhon and Blanqui inspired French 
socialism ; and their influence on the British labour movement 
was remote and less than skin deep. They did not take their 
own philosophical postulate about ‘unity of theory and prac- 
tice’ so narrowly as to feel obliged to engage in formal political 
activity at all times. ^ When they had no chance to build their 

^ In Fc*])ruary 1^51, after tJic defeat of revolution in Euiopc iiad become dear, 
Kiigds wrote to Marx: ‘Now at last we liavc again . . . llie opportunity to show 
that we need no popularity, iio “support” from any party in any ('ouiitry, and that 
out itosilion is altogether independent of such tiifles. . . . Really we should not 
even complain wlu'ii these f>ehts i*rnmh hommes [the leaders of the various socialist 
l)arties and se( is] are afraid ol us; since so many \eais we have behaved as il lag, 
tag, and bobtail were our party, wbeieas wc bad in fact no ]:»arty at all, and the 
people whom we counted as belonging to our Jiaity, at least oflicicdly, soils reserve 
de les apprller dcs hetes wcorn^ibles entre nous, did not grasp evc'ii the rudiments of our 
problems.' ‘From now on we arc iespoiisibh“ only foi ourselves; and wlien the 
moment comes w'lu n these giaitlemeii need us we shall be in a position to dictate 
our terms. I ill then wc ha\e at least peai ('. To be sure, with this goes some loneli- 
ness. . . . |^’el| how ran people like omselves, wOu) shun any olTicial post like the 
])Iaguc, lit into a “fiaity” . . . i.e. into a baiul of asses who swear by us becau.se 
they think \\r aie of their sort. ... .At the next rierasion wc can and must take this 
attitude: we hold no odicial position in the state, and as long as possible no oflicial 
party post ( ither, no scats m committees, &:c , no responsibility for as.ses [but 
instead we exercise] iiKTciless criticism of all and enjov a cheerfulness of which the 
jilottiiig ol all the blockheads cannot dcjiiivc us. . . 1 he main thing for the 
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party and fight for power, they withdrew into the realm of 
ideas. The work they did there was historically, but not im- 
mediately, of the utmost practical importance, for, steeped 
in rich experience of social stiTiggle, it pointed to future action. 
As to Trotsky, neither his eharactei* nor his circumstances 
permitted him to resign from formal political activity. He would 
not and could not contract out of the day-to-day struggle. The 
time of his banishment was not an uneventful political interval 
like the decadc's after i 84 t), when Marx wjot(' Das Kapiial] 
it was an era of world- wide social battles and catastrophes, 
from which a man of Ti otsky's reeoi d could not stand apart,^ 
Nor was he for a moimait fre(' to withdraw from his ceasclc, 
and I'erocious duel with Stalin. His ])ast drove him to action.^ 
as pitilessly as it cut him olffrom th(‘ prospect of action. ' 

All his behaviour in exile is marked by this ( onflict between 
the necessity and th(‘ impossibility of action. He senses the 
conflict, but is nevei' dearly conscious of it. Even when he 
glimpses the impossibility, he sees it as extraneous, temporary, 
and resulting juerely from persecution and physical isolation. 
This unawarencss of' his deeper predicament gives him the 
strength to struggle on against odds perhaps more fearful than 
any historic figure has ever faced. Necessity im])els him to 
formal political activity. Yet he recoils again and again, not 
in his conscious mind, which is ever hopeful, but in his in- 
voluntary moods and instinctive reflexes. His will wrestles 
with th('se moods and never succumbs. Ihit this is a fierce, 
desperate, and exliausting collision. 

During the Prinkipo ycxirs sheer physical isolation made his 
dilemma less pressing. He fretted and longed to come closer 
to a scene of political action, convinced that this would enable 
him to intervene efh'Ctively. In the meantime he had no choice 
but to plunge into literary historical work. 1I(‘ withdrew^, 
though not complet(‘ly, into the realm of theon^tical ideas, 
where his enduring strength now lay. d’his is why the four 
Prinkipo years w^ere his most creative pe'riod in exile. His 
emergence from Prinki])o w^as bound to heighten and sharpen 

moment is that we should liave the j)ossibilily to publish what we write. . . . cither 
in quarterlies or in bulky volumes. . . . What will be Iclt of all the prattle-tattle, 
in which this entire emigre mob may indulge at your expense, once you have come 
out in reply with your economic treatise?* Marx-EngcK BriefwediseL vol. I, pp. 
179-82. 
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his dilemma. Not only was he presently to experience the full 
blast of that implacable hostility from which seclusion had 
partly sliicldcd him. Closeness to a scene of political action 
was to excite in him all that passion for action, in which his 
wcakiK'ss now lay. He was to discover or rediscover that the 
current ol' events was passing him by; yet he would exert 
himself to turn it. In the eight years left to him he was to 
produce' no single work as weighty and enduring as his History 
oi' even his autobiography, although his hand never dropped 
the pen. He left Prinkipo planning to write a History of the 
Zivil War which, because of his unique authority, would 
ve been as important as the History of the Revolution, and 
Iferhaps even more illuminating. He started a large-scale 
^6graphy of Lenin, which, as he confided to Max Eastman 
and Victor Gollancz, he expected to be ‘the major work of 
my life’ and the occasion for a comprehensive, ‘positive and 
critical’, exposition of the philosophy of dialectical materialism. ^ 
He did not carry out these and other plans, partly because 
wanderings and persecution did not allow him to concentrate, I- 
but mainly because he sacrificed them to his formal political 
activity, to his untiring labour for the Fourth International. 

Thus his whole existence was torn between the necessity and 
the impossibility of action. Just now, at the moment of de- 
parture from Prinkipo, he had a foreboding of the gravity of 
the conflict. He was leaving in high spirits, full of hope and 
great expectations, yet with a chilling dread in the innermost 
recesses of his being. 


With Natalya, Max Shachtman, and three secretaries, van 
Heijenoort, Klement, and Sara Weber, he sailed from Prin- 
kipo on board a slow Italian boat Bulgaria, on 17 July 1933. 
The voyage to Marseilles took a full week. Once again all 
prccauti(^ns taken to keep the move secret failed. As on the 
trip to D('nmark, he travelled under his wife’s name and did 
his best to remain inconspicuous; but when the boat called 
at the port of Piraeus, many eag(‘r reporters were already 

^ Trotsky to Kastman, 6 November 1933, and to Gollancz, 28 September 1933. 
The Archvci, Closed Section. In his letter to Gollancz Trotsky wrote that he would 
like Arthur Ransomc to edit the English edition of this work. 
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waiting ?or him. He told them that his journey was ‘strictly 
private^ ; that he and his wife would devote the next few months 
to medical treatment; and he refused to be drawn into any 
political statement: ‘Our journey has no right to engage public 
attention, especially now when the world is occupied by 
infinitely more important questions.’ But the Press once 
again watched suspiciously and speculated on his purpose. 
There was a rumour that he was going to France on Stalin’s 
initiative to meet Lilvinov, the Soviet Commisssar of Foreign 
Affairs, and to discuss the terms of his return to Russia. So 
widespread and persistent was the rumour that the Vossische^ 
^eitung^ a serious German paper, asked him whether it w; 
true, and the Soviet 'Felegraph Agtmcy issued an offi< 
denial.^ 

He spent most of his time en route in his cabin, working dill 
his id('as about the Fourth International. He wTotc an article, 
‘One Cannot Remain in One ‘Tnlernational” with Stalin' . . . 
and Co,’ (He also reviewed, briefly and \varmly, a nov^l just 
published by one of his young Italian followers, Ignazio 
Silone’s Fontamara,^) After a few industriously spent days, he 
fell ill as the boat was nearing France: a severe attack of 
lumbago laid him low.® Tt was very hot’, Natalya recollects, 
‘the pain tormented him ... he was unable to get up. We 
called the ship’s doctor. The steamer was approaching its 
destination. We were afraid of disembarking.’ His pain, which 
made even breathing difficult, was somewhat relieved when 
a good way outside Marseilles, the ship was suddenly stopped 
and the French police ordered him and Natalya into a small 
tug, while his secretaries were to go on to Marseilles. He was 
uneasy at being separated from the secretaries and was about 
to protest when he noticed I^yova and Raymond Molinier 


^ Trotsky suspcctrcl tliat the* Vussj^chr (already Nazified) had made the 

inquiry 011 Jliticr’s orders; and tliat Stalin hastened to reassure Hitler that he was 
not thinking of any reconciliation with the man who had .suggested that the 
Soviet (government should reply to Hitler’s seizure of power with the mobili- 
zation of the Red Army. See the note ‘Stalin reassures Hitler’ of 19 July 1933 
in The Archives. 

“ The Archives, B.O., nos. 3G 37, 1933. 

3 Accoiding to lUcick's Medical Dictionary (p 731), ‘an attack of lumbago may 
be due not to any disease of the muscles of the back, but to emotional disturb- 
ances which literally prevent the individual from standing up to the stresses and 
strains of life.’ 
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waiting for him in the tugboat. He descended slowly, gasping 
with pain. It was Lyova who had arranged that he should be 
taken off in order to remove him from the public gaze and to 
escape the swarm of reporters, who were waiting at the harbour, 
and among whom G.P.U. agents were sure to be planted. 
Unobtrusiv('ly Trotsky landed at Cassis, near Marseilles, where 
an ofTicei of the Sureie Generale handed him an official paper 
1 evoking the order under which he had, in 1916, been expelled 
from France Tor ever’. Tt is a long time’, Trotsky noted, ‘since 
1 acknowledged the receipt of any official document with so 
much pleasure.’^ 

I The pleasure was at once somcwvhat spoiled by the outcry 
right-wing iiew'spapcrs against his admission.^ Ironically, on 
day of his arrival, 24 July, llumanile also protested against 
the annulment of the 1916 expulsion order aji order issued 
at the instigation (jf Count Isvolsky, the Tsar’s last Ambassador, 
as reprisal lor Trotsky’s anti-war activity. Vllvnianiie also 
published a resolution of the French Politbuieau, calling upon 
the whole Communist paity to keep a watch on Trotsky’s 
movements. Lyova’s fears and precautions proved well justi- 
fied. From Cassis, accompanied by a few young French 
Trotskyists, they drove towards Bordeaux, then northwards 
to St. Palais, near Royan, on the Atlantic coast, where Molinier 
had rented a villa. Meanwhile, the secretaries disembarked at 
Marseilles, unloaded Irotsky’s library, archives, and luggage, 
despatched these to Paris, and went there themselves. G.P.U. 
sleuths concluded from this that d’rotsky too had gone to 
Paris — on this guess Vyshinsky was to base, during the Moscow 
trials four years later, an essential part of his allegations about 
Trotsky’s terroristic activities in France. 

d Volsky’s party travelh'd slowly towards Royan, and because 
of Trotsky’s persistent pain, stopped at a village inn in the 
Gironde department at night Lyova and a young French- 
man stood guard at IVotsky’s doors. Only next afternoon did 
they reach St. Palais. On arrival Trotsky went to bed with 
high fever. But within an hour he had to dress and leave the 
house in a hurry a lire had broken out, the rooms w^tac full 
of smoke; the verandah, tlu' garden, and the fences stood in 

^ J he Archives. 

“ See, e.g.j Le Matin and Le Journal, of 1^4, J5, and 26 July 19^3. 
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flames. There was something symbolic in this opening in- 
cident: more than once during Trotsky’s stay in France the 
ground would catch fire beneath his feet and he would have 
to rush out and take to the road. But the mishap at St. Palais 
was quite accidental; the summer was exceedingly hot; and 
not a few woods and houses were ablaze'. The accident might 
have become embarrassing if Trotsky's identity had been 
found out; he was under an obligation to keep his incognito. 
Outside the villa, a crowd had gathered; and to avoid being 
recognized, he rushed acioss the road, hid in Molinier’s car 
at the roadside, and there waited until his wife, son, an 
friends, helped by a change of wind, extinguished the 
People approached him; but he pretended to be an Americ 
tourist, speaking hardly any French; and he noticed with relief 
that his accent had not given him away. Next day the local 
paper reporting the event mentioned an ‘elderly American 
couple’ who had moved into th(' villa just l)efore the fire broke 
out. 

He stayed at St. Palais from 25 July to 1 October, remaining 
all this time indoors, mostly in bed. His health, according to 
Natalya, deteriorated every time there was something the 
matter; he suffered from insomnia, headaches, and fevers. 
‘He could not raise himself up to have a look at the garden 
or to get out to the beach, and he postponed this “under- 
taking” from day to day.’ When he was a little better, he 
received visitors; but he tired quickly and spent long hours on 
a couch indoors or a deckchair in the garden. Visitors were to 
recall that h(' could not sustain a conversation for longer than 
fiftc'cn or twenty minutes and that he pers])ired profusely and 
almost fainted, so that soine of them staye d at St. Palais lor a 
few days in order to have several short talks with him.* 

Yet, during the two months at St. l^alais, ht' re-ceived no 
fewer than fifty callers. yXmong them wc're, apart from Fre'uch 
and other Trotskyists : Jenny l.ee (Aneurin Bevan’s wife) and 
A. C. Smith of the British Independent Labour party; Jacob 
Walcher and Paul Frolicb, formeily leaders of the German 
Communist party, then of the Sozialistische Arbeiterpartei; 

^ Sec Natalya Sedova’s statement before the Dewey C.'onimissioii (of 1 March 
1937) and deposi lions by Klemcnt and ‘Eide’ (of 31 Man h 1937} in The An hives ^ 
Closed Se( lion. 
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Maring-Snecvlict, once Comintern representative in Indonesia 
and China, now member of the Dutch Parliament and leader 
of an Independent Socialist party; Paul-Henri Spaak, future 
General S('cretary of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, 
at this lime leader of Belgium’s Socialist Youth and something 
of ;i disciple of Trotsky’s, over-awed by the master and dili- 
gently yet apprehensively submissive; Ruth Fischer; Carlo 
Rossclli, the eminent Italian einti-fascist; Andre Malraux; 
and others. 

Most visitors called in connexion with a conference, con- 
:ned in Paris at the end of August, of parties and groups 
tcrested in the idea of a new International. Trotsky, unable 
attend the conference, was active in its preparation, wrote 
:escs’ and resolutions for it, and took a close interest in the 
Oxtails of organization. He hoped to win over many of those 
who stood outside the established Internationals. But of the 
fourteen small parties and groups represented at the conference 
only three, the German Sozialistisehe Arbeiterpartei and two 
Dutch groups, joined the Trotskyists in working for the Fourths 
International. All the others were frightened by the fierceness 
of Trotsky’s opposition to both reformism and Stalinism; even 
the three who joined did so with reservations; and they did 
not form an International but merely a preliminary organiza- 
tion. Outwardly, Trotsky was pleased with this start, and 
saw in it an event as significant as the Zimmerwald Conference 
had been in its time.^ 

Yet he could not fail to sense how feeble a start it really was; 
and this certainly contributed to his despondency. Of his mood 
in these weeks we find an intimate expression in his corres- 
pondence with Natalya, who early in Sc*j)tembcr left for Paris 
to consult doctors. Their letters, sad and tender, show him 
forlorn and morally dependent on her in a way he could 
hardly ever have been in any of the carliei', more active periods 
of his life. Her stay in Paris reminded liim of the far-off years 
when they had lived there together; and he had a poignant 
feeling of declining strength and of advancing age. A day or 
two after her dcpaiturc he wrote to her: ‘How painfully I 
long to see your old picture, our common picture, showing us 

1 B.O. nos. 36-37, 1933. J’rolsky signed some of the resolutions and ‘theses’, 
he wrote for the couft-rence with the pon-namc ‘G. Gurov*. 
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when we were so young. . . , You are in Paris . . • the day you 
left ... I was unwell. ... I went into your room and touched 
your things. . . Again and again, he strained to recapture 
the image of their youth, and complained of sleeplessness, 
lassitude, and loss of memory, ‘caused by the sufferings of 
recent years’. But he reassured her that lie felt his intellectual 
powers to be unimpaired and that he was well looked after 
by a good doctor, a comrade who had come from Paris and 
was staying with him. 'Dearest, dearest mine', he wrote on 
II September, ‘it was quieter on Priiikipo. Already the recent 
past seems better than it was. Yet we lookc'd forward with s< 
much hope to our stay in France, Is this definitely old 
already? Or is it only a temporary, though all too shar 
decline, from which I shall still rally? We shall see. Yesterdi 
two elderly worktas and a schoolmaster came to sec me. Navflic 
was also h(*re. ... I felt weary; then* was litth^ relevance ii^ the 
talk. But I watched with curiosity the* cld(‘rly provincial 
workers.’^ 

A week later he recovered somewhat and described to 
Natalya how, still bedridden, he had received a group of 
followers and had argued with them vigorously; and how 
Lyova, having seen them off, had come back, embraced him 
over the blanket, kissed him, and whispered: ‘I love you, 
Father’ — this filial affection and admiration moved him after 
years of separation. But a few days later he wrote again that 
he felt very old among the young men who visited him, and 
that at night he awoke and ‘like an abandoned child' called 
for Natalya ‘did not Goethe say that old age catches us by 
surprise and finds us children?’ ‘How sad you are', Natalya 
answered. ‘You have* never been like that. ... 1 sre you pale, 
weary, doleful — this is tfuribly de[)r(\ssing. This is quite unlike 
^yOu. . . . You are making supei human demands on yourself 
and speak of old age when one should be amazed at how 
much you are still able to shoulder.’ Ih* quailed inwardly 
before the impossibility of his task; and the visits, the talks, 
mostly turning rourul in circles, and the* intrigues of tiny 
cliques, could haixlly raise his spirits. - 

By the beginning of October his health had improved; and 
to get a complete rest he went with Natalya to Bagneres de 

^ The Archives^ Closed Section. 2 Ibid, 
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Bigorre in the Pyrenees, where they spent three weeks, made 
trips and visited Lourdes, which amused and irritated him as 
a monument to human credulity. He came to himself and 
longed to be back at work. From Bagncrcs he wrote to Gollancz, 
who h.jd be(‘n urging him to get on with the Lenin^ that he 
would now concentrate on this book and put aside his plan 
lor llie Ilislory of ihe Red Army^ 

dims thre(‘ months passed from his landing in France. The 
piotests against his admission had subsided; he had managed 
to ke(^p his incognito; his whereabouts were unknown to the 
[^r(‘ss; and few even of the friends and well-wishers who called 
ft St. Palais knew his exact address — so cautiously had Lyova 
rranged their visits. The Stalinists were unable to trace him 
nd to stage* their planned demonstrations against his presence. 
A Trotskyist sympathizer, who was still a party member, came 
to Royan to watch what was going on in the cells there and, if 
need be, to give a warning to St. Palais; but the local Stalin- 
ists had no inkling that Trotsky was in the neighbourhood. The 
government, reassured by his discretion, lifted some of the 
restrictions on his freedom of movement and permitted him to 
stay anywhere, except in Paris and the Seine department. 
And so on i November he moved to Barbizon, the little town 
near Paris which has given its name to a famous school of 
painting. He lived there in a house outside the town, in a small 
park on the edge of the Fontainebleau forest, well hidden from 
prying eyes, guarded by sentries and watchdogs. He kept in 
close touch with his followers in Paris — messengers regularly 
carried the coi'r(*spondence to and fro; and in the winter, 
escorted by a bodyguard, he made two or thret* trips to the 
capital. At Barbizon he hoped to work undisturbed on the 
Lenin at least for a year. 

There seemed to be no tiact* of his recent lassitude. He 
resumed his customary routine: at six in the inorning, while 
everyone in the house was still asleep, he was at work; and, 
pausing only for breakl'ast, he went on until noon. After lunch 
and an hour’s r(‘st he was at work again; at 4 p.m. he, Natalya, 
and the secretaries took tea standing; then everyone was back 
at his job till supper. In the evenings the members of the 

^ Letter to (JollaiK'z ()l'y5 October 1933. In reply to these assurances Gollancz 
offered Trotsky an advance orj(|'i,500 on the Life of Lemn. Ibid. 
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household and visitors formed a debating circle, over which 
he presided, of course. He resumed solid research and literary 
work: he assembled materials for the Lemn\ delved into the 
Ulyanovs’ family background and Lenin’s childhood and 
adolescence, studied the Russia of the eighteen-seventies and 
eighteen-eighties, and the formative phases of Lenin’s in- 
tellectual growth, the topics that fill the first and the only 
completed part of the biography. Preparing to deal with Lenin’s 
philosophical writings, and conscious of gaps in his own know- 
ledge, he went back to the classics of logic and dialectics, Aristotle 
and Descartes, but especially to Hegel. He did not allow otheq 
projects to tempt him away. About this time Harold L: 
urged him to write a book ‘Where is America Going ?’, so; 
what on the pattern of Where is Britain Going? ‘I know no 
wrote the mentor of the British Labour party, himself re- 
nowned as ail authority on American constitutional history 
and politics, ‘1 know no one whose book on this subject would 
be more interesting to the Anglo-American public.’^ But 
Trotsky was not to be diverted. 

More than ever he now followed con amore French politics 
and letters. For relaxation he wrote or rewrote character 
sketches of Briand, Millerand, Poincare, Herriot; and he 
reviewed quite a few French novels. Of these minor writings, 
his essay on Celine’s Voyage au bout de la nuit and Poincare’s 
Memoirs deserve to be briefly summarized.^ The occasion for 
it was Celine’s debut with Voyage, ‘Celine has entered great 
literature as others enter their homes’, Trotsky said, praising 
the writer’s indifference to respectability, his wide experience, 
fine ear and daring idiom. ‘He has shaken up the vocabulary 
of French literature’ and brought back into it words long ban- 
ished by academic purism. Rooted in a rich tradition, deriving 
from Rabelais, he had written the Voyage ‘as if he had been the 
first to use French words’. He also defied the conventionalities 
of the k^rench bourgeoisie, of whic h Poincare was a perfect 
embodiment. The juxtaposition of ('eline and Poincare was 
suggested to Trotsky by the opening scene in Voyage which 
depicts Poincare inaugurating a dog show'. The ‘incorruptible 

1 Laski to Trotsky, 15 November 1933, 

2 The essay is dated 10 May 1933, but Trotsky was still woikiug on it after lie 
had moved to France. 
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notary of the French bourgeoisie’ and patron saint of the 
Third Republic had ‘not a single individual note of his own’ — 
everything in him was conventional and imitative; his per- 
sonality, as it appeared in his speeches and memoirs, was like 
a ‘baibed-wiie skeleton wrapped up in paper flowers and 
golden tinseb. T am a bourgeois, and nothing bourgeois is 
alien to ir.e’, Poincare might have said. His rapacity, displayed 
in exacting reparations from defeated Germany, and his 
iiypoerisy, ‘so absolute that it became a kind of sincerity’, were 
dressed up as traditiornd French rationalism. Yet the logic and 
^flaric of bourgeois France stood to that high philosophical tradi- 
,on ‘as medieval scholasticism stood to Aristotle’: ‘it viewed 
"e , world not in the three dimensions of reality but in the 
'6 dinnmsions of documents’. The famous French sense of 
proportion was in Poincare a ‘sense of the small proportions’. 
Thb French bourgeoisie had ‘inherited from its ancestors a 
wardrobe rich in historic costumes’, which it used to cover its 
stubborn conservatism; and next to rationalism, the ‘religion 
of patriotism’ was to it what religion was to the Anglo-Saxon 
middle classes. ‘The free-thinking French bourgeois’, for whom 
Poincar^ spoke, ‘projected into his own nation all the attributes 
that other people vest in Father, Son and Holy Ghost’; France 
is to him the Holy Virgin. ‘The liturgy of patriotism is ail 
inevitable part of the political ritual.’ 

Celine’s merit was that he exposed and rejected these sanc- 
tities. He depicted a way of life in which murder for small profit 
was not the rare exception or the excess which conventional 
morality pieteiided it to be, but almost a natural occurrence. 
Yet, ail innovator in style rather than in ideas, Celine was 
himself a bourgeois, weary, despairing, and ‘so disgusted by his 
own image in the mirror that he smashe s the glass until his 
hands bleed’. With only his intense hatred of the lie and his dis- 
belief in any truth, Celine would not be able to write another book 
like the Vojaf^e, Trotsky concluded— if no radical change ^verc to 
occur in him he would sink into darkness. (Presently Celine was 
indeed captivated and carried away by the tide of Nazism.) 

Trotsky’s remarks on Malraiix are also notevAorthy, for he 
was one of the first, if not the first, reviewer of La Condition 
Hnmaiue which he hailed as the revelation of a great and 
original talent. He urged a New York publisher to bring out 
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an American edition of the book and recommended it in these 
terms: ‘Only a great superhuman purpose for which man is 
ready to pay with his life gives meaning to personal existence. 
This is the final import of the novel \A'hich is free from philo- 
sophical didacticism and remains from b(‘ginning to end a 
true work of art.’^ In an earlier review, however, he spoke of 
the streak of ‘cheap Machiavellianism’ in Mah aiix, who was 
fascinated not so much by revolution and its genuine fighters 
as by pseudo-revolutionary adventurers nnd ‘bureaucratic 
super-men’ seeking to dominate and boss the working class 
Fascination with this kind of ‘superman’ as we now know^ 
was to make it so easy for iVIalraux to become associat 
first with Stalinism and then with Gaullism. At this ti, 
however, he was still trying to reconcile his Stalinist 
clinations with sympathy and admiration for Trotsky,^ 


At Barbizon dVotsky was able to take' a close look at his 
western European followers, especially the French ones; and he 
tried to go beyond the narrow confines of his faction in re- 
cruiting adherents for the Fourth International. He set great 
store by the accession of Ruth Fischer and Maslov who were 
^migrfe in France; he often received Fischer at Barbizon and, 
to the annoyance of the German Trotskyists, introduced her 
as a member to the International Secretariat. He wrote an 
enthusiastic preface to a brochure by Maria Reese, Ibnnerly a 
communist member of the Reichstag, who exposed the con- 
fusion and panic in which the German party had collapsed in 
1933 and announced her adherence to Tiotskyism. Shortly 
thereafter, however, Reese deserted the Trotskyists, returned 
to Germany, and declared for National Socialism.^ The 

* 'Trotsky to Simon and St blister, New York, 9 November 1933. The ArchiveSy 
Closed Section. 

- Trotsky first wrote about Malraux in 1931. B.O., nos. 21 22. Some time after 
'Trotsky’s arrival in France Malraux was a member of a (iomite pour rontrihuer d la 
secuTite de Leon Trotzky. The Committee made a money collertiou winch was to 
cover the expenses of providing Trotsky with a bodyguanl; and in an ajipcal signed 
inter alia by Malraux it addressed itself Vi tons ceux qui rejuserit de Iwrer un proscrit 
dont toule la vie a efe au service de l^avcnenient d'une societc rneuiUeure aux balles de la 
reaction'. (Among those who lent support to the apjieal was Romain Rolland, 
who later, however, also justified Stalin’s purges.) Quoted from l^s HurnbleSy 
May-June 1934. 

^ B.O., nos. 38- 39, 193.^. 
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recruitment of new adherents was hard going. The few groups 
that had agreed to work together for the new International 
were at logger! leads. Some old Trotskyists like Nin and his 
friends broke away to form an independent party, the P.O.U.M. 
of Ckalalonia. In Fi ance all the Trotskyist groups aggregated 
about a hundred members at the most, and Verite had a cir- 
culation of less than 3,000. Rosmer kept aloof: ‘During the 
two years of Trotsky’s stay in France’, he says, ‘we never 
saw each other. Probably he was waiting for me to make the 
first step towards him, and I waited for a first step from him.’^ 
now Trotsky was discovering that it was not without 
:ason that Rosmer had refused to associate with Raymond 
blinier; he himself was Uiken aback by Molinier’s 
political irresponsibility’, even though the Molinier family 
was very helpful to him during his French peregrinations. He 
was also irked by Naville’s ‘arrogance’ and ‘lack of revolu- 
tionary spirit and initiative’.- He spent many an hour in dis- 
cussions with Simone Weil, a ‘Trotskyist’ at this time, but 
found her a ‘muddlehead’, 'without any understanding for 
working-class politics and Mai xism’ — in later years she gained 
fame as a philosophical convert to Catholicism and mystic. 
The impression which most of his French intellectual ad- 
herents made on him is well conveyed in his letter to Victor 
Serge, written two years later, where he describes them as 
‘Philistines’: ‘I have been even in thviv homes and have felt 
the smell of their petty bourgeois life -my nose has not de- 
ceived me.’ All he could count on were a few fervent and 
young workers and students; yet even these lacked political 
knowledge and ('xperience and vegetated outside the labour 
movement. 'We must look for roads to the workers,’ he con- 
cluded, ‘and in the process must avoid ex-revolutionaries and 
even push them discourteously aside. . . 

This was the time of the Stavisky afthir, the scandal which 

^ This tallies well with what 1 rotsky wrote later (011 29 April I93h) to V. Serge: 
‘Rosmer, disagreeing with me over a secondary issue, got over-cxcitcd. . . . Because 
of this we did not meet during stay in France; but our respect and sympathy 
for both of theiii, Alfred and Marguerite, are as great as ever. Rosmer is a man on 
whom one ran always count in a difliculty.’ The Archives^ Cilosed Section. 

2 Trotsky to T.yova, 27 December 1935, The Archives, Closed Section. He 
characterized another one of his French followers, D.avid Roiisset, as ‘a mixture 
of opportunism and anan liism'. Ibid. 

3 Trotsky to Serge, 3oJuh 193(1. ibid. 
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revealed shocking corruption in the Third Republic, its 
Ministers, Deputies, police chiefs, and Press. The Parlia- 
mentary mainstay of the Republic, the Radical party, was 
deeply involved; and the government was nearly choking in 
the fumes of the affair. Fascist and quasi-fascist leagues, 
especially the Croix de Feu^ or the Cagoulards, led by Colonel 
de la Roeque, battened on ihc popular indignation and 
threatened to overthrow the parliamentary regime. On 6 Feb- 
ruary 1934 they staged a semi-insurreclion and with the cry 
‘‘Daladier au poteau' assailed the Chamber of Deputies. The 
coup failed, however; and within a week it piovoked a General 
Strike of the workers of Paris, in wliich socialists and com< 
munists spontaneously formed a united front, the first time fc 
years. This happened just when the Comintern was abandon^^ 
ing its ‘ultia-l(‘ft’ tactics; and the united front of 12 February 
set a precedent. In July socialists and communists reached a 
formal agreement to ‘defend jointly the Republic against 
every fascist attack’. The Radical parly did not join them yet 
— the Popular Front, wliich was to include it, was to come into 
existence only the following year. But a new chapter was 
opened: the Daladier government had been saved by the 
united front and was increasingly dependent on its support; 
the political balance of France had shifted; there was an 
upsurge of energy among the workers and a revival of class 
struggle. 

In these circumstances, Trotsky held, it was all the more 
urgent that his followers should lind thcinselves within the 
mass movement. As they could not go back lo the Goinmimist 
party, which slandered them and persecuted them mercilessly, 
he advised them to join the S.F.I.O., the Socialist party, which, 
directed by Leon Blum, still held sway over the majority of 
workers. (The S.F.I.O. was not yet the jiarty of the white- 
collar man and the petite bourgeoisie which it was to b(‘comc 
after the Second World War.) Trotsky advised his followers to 
join that party, not in order to accept its idc^as, but on the 
contrary in order to defy reformism within its own stronghold 
and to ‘carry their revolutionaiy programme to the masses’. 
The S.F.I.O. was not a centralized body but a federation of 
various groups and factions openly competing for influence: 
in such an organizati(.)n it should have been possible for the 
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Trotskyists to convert people to the idea of the Fourth Inter- 
national. This was the Trench turn’, which all Trotskyist 
groups were debating in 1934-5 — eventually Trotsky advised 
nearly all of them to follow a similar course in their own 
countries, i.e. to join, as distinct groups, the Social Democratic 
pal ties. * 

In this way he implicitly ackiiowdcdgcd that his scheme for 
(he new' Inlernational w^as unreal; ihc ‘French turn’ was a 
desperate attempt to salvage it. It could not succeed. Trot- 
skyism could not appeal, except episodically, to the rank and 
file of a Social Democratic party; it went too strongly against 

eir habits of thought and deep-rooted reformist tradition. 

Votsky could not defeat Blum’s influence on Blum’s native 

lUnd, which was what he indirectly undertook to do. His 
followers entered the S.F.l.O. as a tiny group without autho- 
rity or prestige, proclaiming in advance their enmity to the 
party’s established leaders and accepted tenets. They made a 
few converts among the young, but soon ran up against a wall 
of hostility. Yet the ‘French turn’ removed the IVotskyists even 
further from the mass of communists and provided grist to 
Stalinist propaganda. To the communist rank and file the claim 
that they had joined the S.F.l.O. only in order to ‘give battle 
to reformism’ sounded like a flimsy pretext. Communists saw 
the Social Democrats making for a time political capital out of 
the Trotskyists’ adherence; and they heard the latter in- 
veighing against Stalinism from Social Democratic platforms. 
Their old distrust of Trotskyism turned into a blind hatred of 
the ‘r(‘rrcgades and traitors’. True enough, presently they did 
indeed see the Trotskyists assailing the Social Deirrocratic 
leaders and their policies and being expelled from the S.F.l.O. 
But this happened during the Popular Frorrt; and the Com- 
munist ])arty applauded and even instigated the expulsion. 
All the same, lire ‘French turn’ helped to change the airtipathy 
the ordinary French comnruiiist fell for Trotskyism into an 
interrse animosity; and everr if the dilference was only one of a 
nuance, it Avas not unimpf)i laiit : it was by such inrperceptible 


r ‘Entnsni’ is ihc term I)y wliich tlic TrolskNists dcsrrihccl and discussed this 
move even thn tv \eais later, when the y still l.ept entering, leaving, and re-entering 
other ]iarties, splitting and tlispcrsing their own ranks in the process, and still 
‘building tlie Foul ill Internatioiiar. 
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gradations that the mood of western communists was being 
worked up to that furious abhorrence of Trotskyism in wliich 
they were to receive the Great Purges. 

Six months had not yet passed siiict' 'IVolsky’s arrival at 
Barbizon when the comparative peace in which he lived there 
was suddenly destroyed. He had again preserved his incognito 
and concealed his wliereabouts so well that even his friends 
did not know wher(‘ he was and corn'sponded witli him at a 
cover address. Not a single letter of his was ever ])Osted from^ 
Batbizoii; a seerc^tary acted as messengei and carried lette 
between Barbizon and Paris. A trivial iiu idenl undid all ilv 
prudent arrangeinenls. Oiie evening in April the police stoppi 
Trotsky’s messenger for a minor traflie olli nce. Puzzled |iy 
his vague answers and foreign accent the messenger was 
Klemcnt, a (Tcrman political emigre lh(‘ police stumbled on 
the discoveay that Trotsky \^^as at Baibizon. As the head- 
quarters of tlic Surefc had cautiously wiil)lield this information 
from them, the local gendarmes, flushed with their feat of 
detection, broke the news with all drums beating. The local 
Procureur, followed by a platoon of gendarmerie and by re- 
porters from Paris, came to interrogate Trotsky, The right- 
wing Press at once renewed its clamour, and Humanite once 
again vied with it. The government was frightened. The 
fascist leagues had already attacked it for granting Trotsky 
asylum: this, they screamed, was one of the crimes of the 
‘rotten and degenerate’ regime, the true face of which had been 
shown up in the Stavisky afl'air. From Berlin, Goebbels’ 
Ministry of Propaganda spread the tal(' that 'Trotsky was 
preparing a communist insurrection. The petite bourgeoisie^ 
terrified by the slump, incensed against the "I'hird Republic, 
and fed by sensaticmal headlines about J rotsky’s mysterious 
doings, readily believed that the ‘ogie of Europe’ was after 
them. Hinnanilc maintained that he was conspiring against the 
French national interest. To .ippea.se the hostile clamour the 
Ministry anrioimced that it was about to expel Trotsky, .md 
it served him an order of expulsion, it did not, however, 
enforce the oi'der, because no country was prc‘pared to accept 
him. 
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On 16 or 1 7 April the police instructed him to move out of 
Barbizoii. His house was besieged by crowds; an attack either 
from the Cagoulards or from the Stalinists was to be feared. 
He shaved off his beard, did what else he could to make him- 
self unre cognizable, and slipped out of the house. He went to 
Palis and stayed for a few days with his son in a poor student’s 
gan et. But Paris was out of bounds for him and too dangerous; 
and so, leaving Natalya, he took to the road again. With 
IIcTiri Molinier and van Meijenoort he drove semthwards 
without any definite desdnation. He was still to stay in France 
for another fourteen months; but he had cither to lead a 
|ragrant life or to take shelter in a remote village in the Alps; 

.d all the time he had to hide his high and all too con- 
spicuous head. 

Followed by a police detective, he moved from place to 
place and from hotel to hotel until he arrived at Chamonix. 
Almost at once a local newspape r came out with the hot news. 
‘Apparently the police suspected’, he noted, ‘that I had some 
intentions concerning Switz«*rland or Italy, and gave me 
away. . . .’ He had to move on. The police forbade him to 
remain in the frontier area and ordered him to find a refuge in 
a small town or village situated at least 300 km. from Paris. 
At Chamonix, Natalya rejoined him; and, while Molinier or 
van Heijenoort looked for a new dwelling-place, they had to 
be put up in a pension. To enter a pension was ‘a very com- 
plicated operation’, because he could not present himself 
under his name, and the police would not allow him to use any 
cover name'. He introduced himself finally as Monsieur Sedov, a 
French cilizen of foreign extraction; and to obtain complete 
privacy he and Natalya ]:)i‘etended to be in deep mourning and 
took meals in their room. V’an Heijenoort posing as a nephew 
kept an eye on the sunoundings. Tragi-comically, the pension 
turned out to be the centre for local royalists and fascists 
with whom the ‘loyal republican’ agent of the Surete, who 
continued to escort 'Frotsky, engaged in acrimonious dis- 
cussions at table. ‘After each meal our “nephew” would tell 
us about these Molieresque scenes; and half an hour of merry 
though suppressed laughter (we were, of course, in mourning) 
repaid us at least partially for the discomfort of our existence. 
On Sunday Natalya and I went out “to Mass”, really for a 
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walk. This heightened our prestige in the house.’ From this 
pension they moved to a cottage in the country. But when 
the local Prefect learned the address, he wrung his hands: 
‘You have chosen the most inappropriate place! Tliat is a 
hotbed of clericalism. The maire is a personal ('iierny of mine.’ 
Having rented the cottage for a few nioiilhs and being ‘bank- 
rupt’ by now, Trotsky refused to depart, until another in- 
discretion in a local newsj:)aper eoinpelh^d liini to leave in a 
hurry. ^ 

After nearly three months of such waiidej ings he came at 
last, early in July, to Domesne, near Grenoble, where he and^ 
Natalya stayed with a Monsieur Beau, the village teache 
There they remained for nearly (d('\’(‘n months, in complo; 
isolation, without a secretary or a bodyguard. Only two Or 
three visitors, who had come espec ially from abroad called at 
Domesne. Once in several weeks a secretary would arrive 
from Paris; and eveiy now^ and then a few sc hoolmasters from 
the neighbourhood visited Monsieur Be.m, and then his two 
tenants joined them in discussing local school alfairs. ‘Our life 
here differs very little from imprisonment’, Trotsky noted. 
‘We arc shut up in our house and yard and meet people no 
more often than wc w^ould at visiting hours in a prison ... we 
have acquired a radio, but such things probably exist even in 
some penitentiaries. . . .’ Even their daily walks rcaninded 
them of taking exercise in a prison yard: they skirtc'd the 
village' to avoid people and could not go far without straying 
into a neighbouring hamlet. Mail from Paris arrived only 
twice a month. In democratic France they had far less freedom 
than they had had on Prinkipo and c'vc'n at Alma Ata.“ 

He worked less than usual and less fVuitfully, and made 
almost no progiess with the Lenin, In October he wrote under 
the title Oil va la Frame? a pamphlet about Frejic h politics on 
the eve of the Popular Front. The jjamphlet contained many 
brilliant j)assages, but it failed to answer, or rather gave the 
wrong answer, to the cpiestion posed in its title. H(' viewed the 
French scene through the same prism through which he had 
view^ed the German scene; yet the prism througli wdiich he 
had seen Hitler’s advent so clearly blurred his view^ of the Fiench 

1 Diary in Exile, p. lop 

2 Ibid., pp. 37, 92, and passim; also Pierrr Naville, Trotsky VivanU 
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prospects. Once again he diagnosed, rightly, a crisis of bourgeois 
democrac y ; but once again he saw, mistakenly, the lower 
iiiiddlc (las.M's 'lunniug amok’, producing a dynamic fascist 
mass move iiienl, and confronting the working class with their 
vi(;lcnfe. 'The* Ft lnuary coup of the Croix de F'eu seemed to lend 
sojne (oliHii to this view. But Coloiul de Ja Roeque was not to 
be the Fiendi Hitlej-; nor was the French petite bourgeoisie to 
engender a inovemcnt like National Socialism, either because 
tile Popular Front forestalled it, or b('cause its outlook and 
traditions were diflcrent from those of the (hninan Klein- 
burger turn. It w^as one of the peculiarities of French political 
istory in th(' nineteen-thirties, the nineteen-forties and the 
ineteen-lifties that attempts to launch fascist mass movements 
'Vcrc repeatedly made and lepeatedly failed. When the Third 
Republic collapsed in 1940, it did so under the blast of German 
invasion; even then not a native fascism but Petain’s sclerotic 
dictatorship doddered over its ruins. Eightecni years later the 
Fourth Republic too suecimibed to a military coup. I'he 
French reaction against boingeois de mocracy took, as it had 
done in the nineteenth centuiy, a quasi- or pseudo-Bonapartist 
form, resulting in the ‘rule of the sabre’, the methods and 
impact of which were very different from those of totalitarian 
fascism.^ 

From his premisses Trotsky expounded his ideas about the 
strategy and tactics of the French labour movement. He 
criticized the united front, as Thorez and Blum practised it, 
on the grounds that its action was confined to parliamentary 
manceuvres and electoral alliances; and that it did not seek 
to arouse the w^orkers to an extra-paiiiamentai y stiuggle against 
fascism, a struggle wliich might have opened up the prospect 
of socialist revolution as well. He ])ourt‘d out his saicasni on 


^ Trotsk\ was, in liis Uinc, ihc only political theorist to produce a precise 
definition of lascibin. Yet on some occasions he applied it rather imprecisely. He 
saw the imminenc'e of fascism in France; and he insisted on labelling Pilsudski’s 
pseudo-Bc»na}jar ist dictatorsliif) ovei Poland as lascist, although Pilsudski did not 
rule in a totalitn 'iaii fashion and had to put up with tlic existence of a multi-party 
system. On the other hand, 'I'lotsky described, rather uucc^nvincingly, the 
ephemeral governments of wSchlcicher and Papen, and also noumcrguc’s feeble 
government of 1934, as Ikmapaitist. (Only in 1940 did he at last describe the 
Petain rc*gime as pseiiclo-Bonapartist rather than fa^^cist ) T argued on these points 
with Trotsky in the nineteen-thirties; but the issue is perhaps of too little historical 
significance and loo involved to be taken up here. 
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the Comintern which had denounced him for urging German 
socialists and communists to bar jointly Hitler’s road to power 
and which had now, without turning a hair, adopted the 
united front only to pervert it into a tactic of evasion, ‘par- 
liamentary cretinism’, and opportunism. Ironically, it was 
Thorez who no^v uiged Dlum to extend their alliance to the 
Radicals in order to 'associate the petite bourgeoisie \vith the 
anti-fascist struggle of the working class’. This - the Popular 
Front — Trotsky argued, would not associate tlic io^vTr middle 
classes with the workers but would open up a chasm between 
them, because the lower middle classes were turning their 
backs on the Radicals, their traditional party. He appci 
to communists and socialists to form workers’ militias 
prepare to liglit fascism aims in hand, if ra'ed be; and he 
peated these views in another pamphlet, PUncore une fois: 0 k 
va la France?^ written in March 1935. 

The eventual railiii'e of the Popiilai' Front was to justify ttiost 
of Trotsky’s ( riticisms. f or the moment, howcvi'r, the joint 
socialist-communist action succeeded in throwing back the 
fascist leagues, which never recovered from their defeat; and 
the Popular Front undeniably aroused the working class for a 
time and gave a tremendous impulse to its movement. Only 
subsequently was the policy of the Popular Front to break the 
energy of the workers, to estrange ihe petite bourgeoisie^ and thus 
to throw the country into the mood of reaction and prostra- 
tion, in which the outbreak of the Second World War found 
it. But in 1934 rn the danger of fascism had receded, Trotsky’s 
call for extra-Parliamentaiy action and li>r workers’ militias 
sounded out of season, and evoked no response. Watching from 
his retreat in the Alps the first inaufeuvres of the Popular 
Front, he noted in his Diary that ‘this order has hopelessly 
undermined its(*ll'. It will collapse with a stench.’ ^ Only a few 
years lay between the triumphs of the Po])ular Fiont and the 
great stench of the 1940 collapse. 


Up to the end of 1932 I’rotsky was still in contact w'ith his 
followers in the Soviet Union, and leceived letters and bulletins 
from many pc'ual settlements and pi isons. Written in Russian, 

' Diary in Exile, p. 48. 
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French, and Gcrmaji, mostly on rough wrapping sheets, some- 
times e ven on cigarette paper, and dealing with political and 
theoieti(aI inattcis or bringing personal greetings, this cor- 
responchnee was despatched with incredible ingenuity: once, 
for instil n('(’, there landed on Trotsky’s desk a matchbox inside 
which h(' found a whole political treatise penned in the tiniest 
of li.indwritings. I’his correspondence, preserved in his Arch- 
ives, brought to Prinkipo tlie breath of Siberian and sub-Polar 
w inds, the smell of dungeons, th(‘ echoes of savage' struggles, 
the cries ol doomed and despair ing men, but also some lucid 
thoughts and unbroken hopes. As long as it went on I'eaching 
im, he felt the throbbing of Soviet reality. Gradually, however, 
,e corresj)ondence chvirrdled to a trickle; and even before he 
left Prinki|)() it c(‘ased altog(‘th(‘r . 

In F ranee he had iro coiitiic t at irll with the Oppositiorr in 
the Soviet Union. Its silence, nr.rde even deeper by the capitu- 
lators’ unending lecanlations, was on his mind wdien he stated 
that the Russian movement had lost tlu' ]X)wer’ of revolutionary 
initiative and that only a nrw International could regain it. 
In February 1934, whih* he was still at Barbizon, the news of 
Rakovsky’s capitulation reached him. It may well be imagined 
how this affected him. Rakovsky had been closer to him as 
‘friend, fighter, and thinker’ than any other associate; despite 
his age, he had, unbroken by persecution, held out against 
Stalin after' nearly all the other leaders of the Opposition 
had surrerrder ('d; and in the pr isons and places of deportation 
his moral authority had been second only to Trotsky’s. In 
almost ('very issue of rh(' Bulletin Trotsky had published some- 
thing by Rak(^vsky or about him: an article, a letter, an extract 
from an old speech, or a protest against his persecution. After 
every defeat of the Opjrosition and after' ('vi'ry ser ies of capitu- 
lathms, he had pointed to Rakovsky as the shining example and 
as pr'C'Tof that the' Opp(\silion was alive'. Rakovsky \s defection 
filled him thc'refore with immc'nse sadness; it marked for him 
the passiirg of an epoch. ‘Rakovsky', he w rote', ‘w'as virtually 
my last eontae t with the old revohitiorrary generatiorr. After 
his capitulation there is rrobody left. . . .'* Was it weariness, 
he w'onde'red, that had at last ove'rtomc the old fighter? Or 
was h(', as he stated, guide'd b\ the (.onviction that when the 
^ op. cit., pp. 41, 53; also BA)., no. 40, 1934. 



‘enemy of the people’ 279 

Soviet Union was threatened by the Third Reich, he too had 
to ‘rally behind Stalin’? In any case, Stalin’s triumph could 
not be more complete. And in the next few months the re- 
conciliation between Stalin and his many repentant opponents 
seemed more genuine than ever, although the ])arty still 
ceaselessly expelled ‘disloyal elements’ from its ranks. 

Then suddenly, before the end of the year, this appearance 
of reconciliation was exploded. On 1 December, Sergei Kirov, 
who had nine ycxxrs earlier replaced Zinoviev as the head of 
the Leningrad organization and in th(‘ Politbuiaxiu, was 
assassinated. The first olhcial version claimed that a body o 
White Guard conspirators stood behind Nikohu^v, the assassinj 
and that a Latvian consul had pull(‘d the wires there was 
question of einy innei* party opposition bi ing involved. A second 
version, howc'vcr, described the assassin as a follower of 
Zinoviev and Kamenev and made no iiKailion ol' White Guards. 
Nikolaev and fourteen other young men, all Komsomoltsy, 
were executed. Zinoviev and Kamenex w ere ('xp(‘llcd from the 
party foi the third time; they were imprisoned, and awaited 
trial by a court martial. Press and radio linked Trotsky with 
Zinoviev and Kamenev and assailed him as the real instigator. 
A mass terror was let loose against ‘Kirov’s assassins’, Trots- 
kyists, Zinovievists, and disgruntled Stalinists; many thousands 
were deported to, concentration camps. Finally, several high 
officers of the Leningrad G.P.U. were charged xvith ‘neglect 
of duty’ and sentenced, with surprising mildness, to two or 
three yi'ars. 

At the cottage in the Alps Tiotsky, glued to his w'irel(‘ss set 
and listening to tiaiismissions from Moscow, followed the 
unfolding ol the ]dot and reeoided his comimails.^ In the 
clamour lising from Moscow Ik' dis('(*rned at onc e .1 prelude to 
events far vaster and more sinister than the Kiiov affair. He 
was ecmvinced that Zinoviev and Kamenev had not been 
implicated in the attempt on Kirov c^ld IVIaixists th.it they 
were, nothing could have been more unlike' them than a 
cloak-and-dagger action, which hit an individual holder of 
office without changing the system. He had no doubt that 
Stalin was using the assassination as a pretext for a ncAv assault 

no. 41 (the issue for January 1935) was cnlirel> taken up by Trotsky’s 
current commentary on the Kirov affair. 
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on the Opposition. On 30 December, a fortnight before the 
news about the trial of the chiefs of the Leningrad G.P.U. was 
broadcast, Tiotsky asserted, on the internal evidence of the 
olfKial annnuiK'ements, that the G.P.U. had known about the 
])r(‘]^aiatioiis ol* the attempt and had, for their own reasons, 
comloiK (1 them. What were those reasons? Nikolaev had been 
one of (lie Koinsomoltsy who had grown up after the sup- 
])ression of the oppositions and, who, disillusioned, robbed of 
any way of expressing themselves h'gally, and uninhibited by 
Mai’xist tradition, sought to pre-test with bomb and revolver. 
Not the Op])osition, Trotsky asserted, but the ruling group was 
:csponsible for this. TIk! (j.P.LJ. had known about Nikolaev’s 
lentions and had used him as their pawn. What aims did 
'Siey pursue? Nikolaev had allegedly confessed that the Lat- 
vian consul had urged him to enter into contact with Trotsky 
and to write a hotter to him. 'J’he ‘corisur, Trotsky pointed 
out, had been acting for the G.P.U., who had planned to 
‘discover’ Nikolaev’s plot only after they could produce 
‘evidence’ that he was in coriespondence with Trotsky. As 
long as they had not obtained that ‘evidence’, they left 
Nikolaev at large, and were confident that they were able to 
watch him closely and direct all his moves. They miscalcu- 
lated: Nikolaev aimed his revolver at Kirov before the G.P.U, 
had achieved their purpose. Hence the contradictions between 
the various official versions; hence the secrecy in which 
Nikolaev’s trial had been held; and hence the trial of the 
G.P.U. officers for ‘neglect of duty’ and the mildness of their 
sentences. 

Trotsky concluded that the G.P.U., having failed to ol)tain 
false evidence against him from Nikolaev, would try to get it 
from - Zinovi(‘V and Kamenev. Meanwhile, Zinoviev and 
Kamenev had been sentenced to ten and live yc'ais prison 
respectively, but had been allowed to state* in public that they 
had had no dealings with Nikolaev and that they could be 
held co-responsiblc only indirectly, in so far as their criticisms 
of Stalin in bygone yc'ars might have influenced the terrorist. 
The court acct*ptcd their plea; and Trotsky concluded that 
behind the' scemes a bargain was being struck between Stalin 
and Zinoviev and Kamenev: Stalin must have promised to 
rehabilitate them if they agreed to denounce Trotsky as the 
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leader of a terroristic conspiracy. ‘As far as I can judge . . 
Trotsky wrote, ‘the strategy which Stalin displayed around 
Kirov’s corpse has brought him no laurels’; the incongruities 
of the affair had given rise to comment and to rumour which 
placed the odium on Stalin and his entourage. ‘Precisely 
because of this Stalin can neither halt nor retreat. He must 
cover up the failure of this amalgam by new amalgams which 
must be conceived on a much wider scale, on a world scale, 
and more . . . successfully.’ ^ Dissecting the Kirov affair, 
Trotsky predicted the great trials, which were indeed to be 
conceived ‘on a world scale’ with Hitlei, instead of a mere 
Latvian consul, being cast by Stalin as Trotsky’s ally. 


The Kirov allair at once affected the foj tunes of Trotsky^S 
family. His two sons-in-law, Nevelson and \^olkov, deported 
since 1928, were arrested, and without trial the t(!rms of their 
deportation or internment weie prolong(‘(l. His first wife — 
now ovei sixty was expelled from l.cningrad, first to Tobolsk 
and then to a remote settlement in the Omsk province. His 
three grandchildren who had been under her care were now 
put up with an old aunt and were at fate’s mercy. ‘I receive 
letters from the little ones’, Alexandra wrote to Lyova, ‘but 
I do not have a clear idea of their life. My sister is probably 
having a hard time . . . although she, kec])s reassuring me. My 
health is so-so, there is no doctor licrt^ so that I must keep 
wcll.’^ I’liis time the terror also hit Sergei, Trotsky’s youngest 
son who, we remembei, was a scientist, shunn(‘d politics, and 
avoided contact with his father. In all lh(‘ years since 1929 
he had been writing only to his rnotlu'r, ( onlining hirnsedf to 
such matters as his health and his i)rogiess in academic work, 
and inquiring about the family’s W(‘ll-bcing- theie had luwer 
been cv(ti the slightest political allusion in his letters and 
postcards. Just a few days after Kirov’s assassination he wrote 
again to his rnothei' about his professional wen'k, desc ribing the 
variety of the subjects on which he lectured at the Higher 
Technological Institute in Moscow, the effort this dcananded 


^ See* ‘Letter to American Friencis’ of 26 January 193^, in The Archive^', and 
B.O., no. 42, February 1935. 

2 Diary in Exile, p. 79. 
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of him, and so on. Only in the closing lines he hinted that 
‘something unpleasant is brewing, so far it has taken the form 
of rumours, but how all this is going to end I do not know’. 
A week later, on 12 December, he wrote again about his 
academic work, and concluded alarmingly: ‘My general 
situation is very grave, graver than one could imagine.’^ 
Was it possible, the parents wondered in anguish, that the 
G.P.U. would seize Sergei as a hostage? For many a week they 
livc'd in expectation of another letter from him. None came. 
An old friend of the family, the widow of L. S. Klyachko, 
domiciled in Vienna, visited Moscow and inquired about 
ergei, with the result that she was ordered to leave the 
Country at once, without any explanation. 

For weeks and months, through many a sleepless night, his 
parents’ thoughts went out to Sergei. They were tormented 
by uncertainty. Perhaps his I rouble was of a personal and 
private nature, not political? Perha])s the (t.P.U. had only 
expelled him from Moscow but not imprisoned him? Surely 
they must realize that he was not politically minded at all? 
Could they have imprisoned him without Stalin’s knowledge? 
Natalya asked, as if she entertained a faint, unspoken hope 
that perhaps an appeal to Stalin would help. No, Trotsky 
replied, only on Stalin’s order could they have imprisoned 
him — only Stalin could have contrived such an act of vengeance. 
Would they try to extract from Sergei a confession with accusa- 
tions against his own father ? But of what use could these be to 
Stalin? Would their falsity not be obvious? Yet for what other 
reason could they have seized him? Would they torture him? 
Would he break down ?“ 

For days and nights on end his ])a rents weic haunted by 
the image of their son facing his in(|uisitors. They feared that 
in his })C)litical innocemee he would not Ix' able to take the 
blows. They saw him l)ewildered and crushed; and they 
reproaclual themselves lor not having insisted that he should 
go with them into exile. But could they try and tear him away 
from his academic preoccupations and routine when they 
themselves did not know w^hat awaited them? It was different 
with Lyova, whose mind and passions were completely engaged 
in the political struggle. They remembered Zina whom they 

1 The Archivc'i, Closed Section. “ Diary in Exile, pp. 61-72. 
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had been unable to save after she had joined them abroad. 
They recollected Sergei’s jolly childhood, his reaction against 
his father and cider brother, his distaste for politics, his restless 
yet gay adolescence, and finally his serious and dedicated con- 
centration on science. No, they could not have asked him to 
become involved in his father’s affairs, but was he thinking 
now that they had abandoned and fingotteii him? They 
searched Russian iicwspapers to see whether there was any 
mention of him. In th(‘ mounting avalanche of abuse against 
the ‘dregs of Zinovievists, Trotskyists, Ibrmer Princes, Counts 
and gendarmes’ they came across names of relatives and 
friends; but there was dead silence about Sergei. Stalin, Trotslq 
noted, ‘is clever enough to realize that even today I would n0| 
change places with him. . . . Hut if revenge on a higher [moral* 
political] plane has not succeeded- and ch‘arly it will not 
succeed it is still possible [for Stalin] to rew^aid himself by 
striking at people close' to me’.^ 

The feeling that Stalin had laid hands on the son because 
he could not reach tlu' father gave* Trotsky a se'nse of guilt. 
In his Diary, between entries about Seigei, he tells, seemingly 
out of context, the story of the execution of the Tsar and the 
Tsar’s family. In his anxiety over Sergei falling a victim to his 
conflict with Stalin, he evidently thought also about those 
other innocent children, the Tsar’s, on whom the sins of the 
father had been visited. He records in the Diary that he had 
no part in the decision about the Tsar’s execution — the 
decision having been Lenin’s primarily -and that he was 
taken aback when he first learnt about the fate of the Tsar’s 
family. He does not recall this, how^ever, to dissociate himself 
from Lenin or to exculpate himself. Seventeen years after the 
event he defends Lenin’s decision as necessary and taken in 
the interest of the revolution. In the midst of civil w ar, he says, 
the Bolsheviks could not leave the White' Armies with a ‘live 
banner to rally around’; and after the Tsar’s death any one 
of his children might have served them as the rallying symbol. 
The Tsar’s children ‘I’ell victim to that piinciph' which con- 
stitutes the axis of Monaichy: dynastic succession’. The un- 
spoken conclusion of this digression is clear enough: even if 
one granted Stalin the right to exterminate his adversaries^- 

' Op. cit., pp. 66-()7. 
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and Trotsky was, of course, far from granting him that — 
Stalin still had not a shred of justification for persecuting the 
children of his adversaries. Sergei was not bound to his father 
by any principle of dynastic succession. Immediately after 
this digression Trotsky notes: ‘No news about Seriozha, and 
perhaps (here won’t be any for a long time. Long waiting has 
blunted the anxiety of the first days.’’ 

Yet the anxiety began to tell on Trotsky. He was depressed, 
lie brooded again over his advancing age and death. He was 
not yet fifty-five, but repeatedly he recalled Lenin’s, or rather 
Turgeniev’s, dictum: ‘Do you know what is the greatest vice? 
^"o be more than fifty-five years old.’ With a hint of envy he 
^marked: ‘But Lenin did not live long enough to develop 
.is vice.’ ‘My condition is not encouraging. The attacks of 
illness have become more frequent, the symptoms are more 
acute, my rt'sistancc is obviously getting weaker.’ ‘Of course, 
the curve may yet take a temporary turn upwards. But in 
general I have a feeling that liquidation is approaching.’ 
With a clear prescience of what was to come he observed that 
Stalin ‘would now give a great deal to be able to retract the 
decision to deport me. He will unquestionably resort to a 
terroristic act ... in two cases . . . : if there is a threat of war, 
or if his own position deteriorates greatly. Of course, there 
could also be a third case, and a fourth ... we shall see. And 
if we don’t, then others will.’ He began to think of suicide, 
and reflected that he should commit it if and when his physical 
strength gave out and he could no longer continue his struggle. 
Perhaps, it occurrcrl to him, in this way he might save Sergei? 
But these were fleeting thoughts. Although his energy was 
sapped, he was still to shoAv astonishing vitality and vigour 
in years to come, when events were confront him with their 
challenge* even more directly. Meanwhile, he was experiencing 
something as ordinary and human as the crisis of middle age; 
he suc( limbed to bouts of hypochondria and to the weariness 
of prolonged isolation and passivity. ^ 

He was now at his nadir. The ambitious plans and sanguine 
hopes with which he had left Turkey were in the doldrums. 
His great campaign against the Stalinist surrender to Hitler 
had bi ought him no political rewards. Stalinism was even 
^ Op. cit.. p. 82. “ Ibid., pp. 51, 109 and passim. 
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exploiting this surrender to make fresh political capital : play- 
ing on the fear of Nazism, it ingratiated itself with the Euro- 
pean left. I’rotsky sensed, although he could not admit it even 
to himself, that the Fourth International was stillborn. He could 
neither escape his circumstances nor make peace with them. 
And so he found some solace in exalted reflections on his ‘his- 
toric mission’ in founding the Fourth International. It was in 
this context that he contemplated what would liave been the 
course of the Russian Revolution without Lenin and himself 
and that he assei ted that liis work for the new International 
was 'indispensable’ in a sense in which even his work in the 
October insurrection and tlie Civil War was not. 'Idiere is r 
arrogance in this claim at all’, he not('d. 'The collapse of 
two Internationals has posed a prol)l(mi which none of tM 
leaders of these Intel nationals is at all (‘quipped to solve. . . . 
There is now no one exca^pt me to c«irry out the mission of 
arming a new generation with a revoludonaiy method over 
the heads of tin* leaders of the Second and the 'I’hird Inter- 
nationals. And . . . the wairst vice is to b(‘ more than fifty-five 
years old ! I need at least about five more years of uninterrupted 
work to ensure the succession’, that is to form an Inter- 
national capable of leading the working class to revolution.^ 

At his nadir he challenged fate, w^hich was to grant him 
exactly ‘five more years’ yet was not to allow him to ‘ensure the 
succession’. 


In all the years of their life tog(‘ther — now th i i t y- three — - 
Trotsky and Natalya had never been as alone as they were 
during these eleven months at Domesne. Solitude and suffer- 
ing drew them even closer to each other. In tragic hours, he 
said, he was 'always amazed at the res(Tves of her character’. 
Their love had suivived triumph and defeat; and the after- 
glow of their past happiness broke through even the gloom of 
these clays. Her face was becoming wrinkled and tense with 
worry and anxiety, and he thought Avith pain of her bright and 
gaily defiant youth. ‘Today on our walk w^e went up a hill. 
Natalya got tired and unexpectedly sal down, quite pale, on 
the dry leaves. . . . Even now' she still w^alks beautifully, walh- 

1 Ibid., p. 54. 
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out fatigue and her gait is quite youthful, like her whole figure. 
But for the last two months her heart has been playing up now 
and tluii. She works too much. . . [she] sat dowm all of a sudden 
-sli(‘ obvious!)^ just lotdd not go any further and smiled 
apolng('tic;illy. What a ])ang of pity T felt for her youth. . . 
She* bore her lot with quiet fortitude, and her life w^as wholly 
absorbed in his. Every storm that passed over him shook her; 
ev(‘ry cm rent of his emotion permeated her b(‘ing as well; 
and eveay reflex of his thought was mirrored in her. She had 
not becai to liim the kind of political comrade Krupskaya had 
^ been to Lenin; for Krupskaya, b(‘ing childless, had been a 
l^olitical w^orker in her owai right and sat on the paity’s Central 
^fCommittee. Natalya was not only less active but less politically 
minded. ‘Even though she is interest('d in the small daily facts 
of politics [these arc Trotsky's words] she does not usually 
combine them into on(‘ coheKait picture.’ The loving husband 
could not express more ch'arlv a doubt about his wife’s political 
judgement. But this was not important: . . wluai ]:)olitics go 
deep down and demand a tomplcte r(‘sponse Natalya always 
finds in her inner music the right notc’.^ 

To this, her ‘inner music’, he often referred; and, incident- 
ally, when he described her in his Diary it was mostly while 
she was listening to music. Her independent interests were, 
as alw/ays, in the arts; and she had uncommon gifts of insight, 
observation, and expression, which appear strikingly in her 
own Diary pages. Her husband’s disciples sometimes raised 
eyebrows at her political remarks, which caused Trotsky to 
say that ‘sensitive peo]de . . . instinctively feel the depth ol'her 
nature. Of those' who pass her by with indilference or con- 
descension without noticing the forces concealed in hei’, one 
can almost always say with certainty that they are supeiiicial 
and tiivial. . . . Philistinism, vulgarity, and cowardice can 
nevxu' be conceah'd from her, even though she is c’xceptionally 
lenient towards all minor human vices’. Of her ‘inner forces’ 
there can iiideed be no doubt. At the worst moments, when he 
was almost at the end of his endurance, it was she who raised 
him back to his feet and revived in him the strength to carry his 
burden. At Dornesnc' he noted with gratitude that she never 
reproached him foi* Sergei’s misfortune and that she concealed 
^ Op. cit., pp. 51, 56. 
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her suffering from him. Only exceptionally did her anguish 
break out in a remark like this: ‘They will not deport Sergei . . . 
they will torture him in order to get something out of him, and 
after that they will destroy him.' She hid her feelings in work, 
housekeeping, helping her husband in his writing, and 
discussing the French and Russian novels they read together. 
‘Her voice made me feel a sudden pang . . . slightly hoarse, 
[it] comes from deep in her chest', he remarked. ‘When she 
suffers it withdraws even deeper, as if her soul were speaking 
directly. How well 1 know this voice of* teiidcTiiess and suffer- 
ing. And on one occasion he noticed that for days she had 
been thinking more about his first wife than about Sergeij 
saying that Sergei might after all not be in any trouble an^^ 
fearing that Alexandia, in her old age, would not survive 
deportation.^ 

In the slender liope that perhaps an apjieal to the con- 
science of the world might save St igei, Natalya wrote an 
‘Open Letter in his defence and publislucl it in the Bulletin? 
She explained Seigc i's complete innocence and, doing some 
violence to her prid(‘, related how his distaste for politics had 
been caused by his reaction against his hither. Had recent 
developments changed Sergei’s attitude and drawn him to the 
opposition? T would be happy for him if I could think so, 
since under those conditions it would be immeasurably easier 
for Seriozha to bear the blow. . . .’ Unfortunately, this suppo- 
sition was unreal: she knew from various people that ‘during 
the last few years [hc| had been keejiing as much out of politics 
as before. But personally I would not need even this evi- 
dence. . . .' The (j.P.U. and the university authorities must 
know this, Ibr they had undoubtedly watched him; and Stalin, 
‘whose son w^as a frecjuent guest in our bo)s’ room’, knew it 
too. She appealed to famous humanitarians and ‘friends of 
the U.S.S.R.’, such as Remain Rolland, Andre Gide, Bern a id 
Shaw, and others, to speak up; she proposed that an inter- 
national commission should investigate the mass reprisals that 
followed the Kirov affair. ‘The Sovdet bureaucracy cannot 
stand above the public opinion of the wxnking class of the 
world. As far as the interests of the workeis’ state arc con- 
cerned, these would only bcaiclit by a serious examination of 

1 Ibid., pp. 31, 71, 121 - 2 . - li . O ., no. 4^, July 1935. 
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its actions. I . . . offer all the necessary information and 
docum('nts concerning my son. If, after long hesitation I 
openly raise the question of Sergei, it is not only because he 
is my son: that reason would be only too sufficient for a 
inotlu i , but not adequate for . . . political action. But Sergei’s 
casr is a completely clear, simple, and indisputable instance 
of conscious and criminal abuse of power, and a case which 
can ):>e examined very easily.’ The appeal brought no answer. 

By a curious coincidence, about the time when Natalya 
mad(‘ this appeal, Trotsky was re-reading the autobiography of 
Protopop Avakuum, a famous and colourful Russian arch- 

licst and preacher of the Old Belief, who lived in the seven- 

icnth century, after the Time of Trouble. Avakuum defended 
tme’ Greek Orthodoxy against Patriarch Nikon, his harsh 
riv^, who had for teniporal reasons changed the Church rites 
and the prayer book; and he exposed the corruption of the 
ecclesiastical hierarchy, and took up the cause of the oppressed 
peasants. He was unfrocked, jailed, banished first to Siberia 
and then to the Mongolian frontier, starved and tortured; but. 
he refused to recant. His family suffered with him, and he, a 
loving husband and father, wondered for a while whether he 
should not give up the struggle and save his next of kin. His 
children died of disease and starvation in exile. It was in 
Siberia that he wrote his autobiography, a work which made 
an epoch in Russian literature; and he continued to preach 
with such effect that his fame as ‘hero and martyr for truth’ 
grew in th(‘ country. Banished, he was even more dangerous 
to his enemies than he had been when he stood near the 
'Phi'one. They brought him back to Moscow and burnc'd him 
at the stake. ^ Across the chasm of centuries and ideologies 
'JVotsky could not hcl[) feeling with a shudder his affinity with 
this legc'iidary rebel — how much and how^ little had changed 
in Russia! And even tlic spirit of Avakuum’s wife stoC)d before 
him as il' embodied in Nalalya: 

R('ll( cting oil the blows that had fallen to onr lot I reminded 
Natasiia the olhei day of the life of the Archprie st Avakuum. They 
were stumliling on together in Silieria, the rebellitius priest and his 
faithful spouse. Tlu'ir f’ct sunk in the snow, and the poor exhausted 

^ A new edition of Z^nrji Protopopa Avakmna^ with an interesting Preface not 
lacking topical allusions, was brought out in Moscow in i960. 
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woman kept falling in the snowdrifts. Avakuum relates: ‘And I 
came up and she, poor soul, began to reproach me, saying “How 
long. Archpriest, is this suffering to be?” And I said: “Markovna, 
unto our very death.” And she, with a sigh, answered: “So be it, 
Petrovich, let us be getting on our way.’’^ 

And so it was to be with Trotsky and Nalah a: tlie suffering 
was to be ‘unto our very death’. 


They could not now remain at Domesiu' much longer. Any 
political swing to the riglil, bringing forAvard tli(' fascis 
leagues, and any swing to the left, adding strength to 
Communist party, tinea tened to rob Tiotsky of his pt^^ 
carious refuge. It was the swing to the left that came. Since 
the Kirov affair the Stalinist incitement against ‘the leader of 
world coimter-revolutioir had grown so brutal and venomous 
that it was all too likely to provoke^ an act of violence.® He 
could not feel secure even in the remot(' village in the Alps. 
He describes how once in these days li(‘ and Natalya, alone in 
their cottage, listened in tense silence to two men who as they 
approached were singing the Internationale. In past times 
only a friend could come with that song; now it might be an 
enemy and an assailant. They felt like those old Narodniks 
who, two generations earlier, went out into the country to 
enlighten and emancipate the muzhiks, and w^ere beaten up 
and lynched by the muzhiks themselves. 

U'he Government could no longci- a fiord to ignore the 
Stalinist clamour. In May 19^5 Laval had gom* to Moscow 
to negotiate the Soviet-French alliance with Stalin, and he 
returned with that siartliiig declaration by which Stalin 
pledged his suppoit to Daladiei’s and Lawihs de fence j:Kdicy. 
I'he French communist l(‘ad(“rs, wiio had hitherto opposed 
that policy on princijde, at once look up a ‘])atriotic’ line; 
and the Popular Front took shape. Trotsk\ had eveiy leason 
to believe that the' Goveinmcmt would pK'Scaitly enfoic(‘ the 

J Diary in hxilc, p. ilji. 

“ Ati ailiclc by Jaccjuos Durlos 111 flmimriitr, jji sj‘nkc of 

‘Crotsky’s liands covered widi Kiro\'’s blood’; .ind the Scroin^ Rnugc International^ 
the French section of M.O.P.R. (the iiitei national ort^ani/atiori lor the defeiKc of 
political jirisoucrs and ex^l(.^; dainouied for I’lol^ky’s dcj)ortalJOM lioiu France. 
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expulsion order it had served on him the year before; and as 
no other country was willing to accept him, he feared deporta- 
tion to a remote French colony, possibly to Madagascar. 

In the spring of 1935 he asked for asylum in Norway. An 
election had just been held there and the Labour party had 
takc'ii oflice. This was a Social Democratic party with a 
difl'crence: it had belonged to tin* Comintern; and although it 
had broken with it in 1923, it did not adhere to the Second 
Intei'iiational. It was only natural to expect that such a party 
should give Trotsky reiiige. Walt(‘r Held, a German Trotskyist, 
living as an emigre in Oslo, approached Olav ScholTle, one of 
Hdic party’s outstanding leaders, who headed its radical wing 
^'Tlind was greatly devoted to Trotsky. It took many weeks 
before an official reply came. Trotsky supposed that the Nor- 
wegians had been stung by an article ol‘ his which taunted 
them for abandoning, on the assumption of office, their repub- 
lican tradition and making p(‘acc with their King. Early in 
June, however, he was informed that they had granted him 
asylum. On 10 June he left Domesne and went to Paris, where 
he was to obtain the visa. But there was a hitch: high Nor- 
wegian officials, displeased with the government’s decision, 
sought to obstruct it; he did not receive the visa and he had to 
cancel the arrangements for the voyage. The French police, 
suspecting that he had used all this as a pretext for descending 
on Paris, ordered him to leave France at once, within twenty- 
four or at the most forty-eight hours. He was resigned to 
returning to Domesne but was not allowed to do so. He pro- 
posed to wait for the final answer from Oslo in a private clinic; 
but the police, imagining that he was playing another trick 
on them, objected to this too. For a day or two he found 
refuge in the home of Doctor Rosenthal, a w('ll-known Parisian 
surgeon. On 12 June he cabled a reproachful message to the 
Norwegian Prime Minister, saying that he had left his place 
of residence, relying on the Norwegian promise and now: 
‘The French government believes that I have deceived it, and 
demands that I leave France within twenty-four hours. I am 
sick and my wife is siek. Situation is desperate. I solicit im- 
mediate favourable decision.’’ To make matters worse, he was 

^ From Trotsky’s telegram to Nygaardsvold, Prime Minister of Norway (12 
June 1935)5 The Archive i, CJosetl Section. 
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penniless and had to borrow money for the journey. The 
Norwegians still asked him to secure a French re-entry permit, 
which he had no chance of obtaining, before they would allow 
him to come to Norway. At last, thanks to Schdfllc’s efforts, 
they granted him the visa, with ;i rc'sidenee ]:)ermit for six 
months only. He parted hurriedly fioin liis French followers: 
‘I was seeing numerous Parisian comrades. 'Fhc worthy 
doctor’s apartment had unex])ecledly been tiansformed into 
the headquarters of the Ilolshevik-Leninist group. There 
were meetings going on in all the rooms, the telephone was 
ringing, more and more lu^w friends kept ai riving.’ ^ He 
described the scene in a manner calling b.iek to one’s mind thi^j 
moment of his deportation from Moscow in 1928. But thS^ 
description is something of a pastiche: the faicvvells in Moscow 
had concluded one great epoch of his struggle and opened 
another; the farewells in Paris concludid and opened nothing. 

He once again wrote, as he had doiu* l)efore his expulsion 
from France in 1916, an ‘Open l.ctter’ to the French workers. 
He told them that during his stay he had been condemned 
to silence. ‘The most “democratic” Ministers like the most 
reactionary ones sec their task in defending capitalist slavery. 
I belong to a revolutionary party which secs its task in the 
overthrow of capitalism.’ He lashed out at the Stalinists: ‘Two 
years ago Humanite reported every day that “the fascist Daladicr 
has called the social-fascist Trotsky to France in order to 
organize with his assistance military intervention against the 
Soviets. . . .” Today the same gentlemen have foiin(‘d ... an 
anti-fascist “Popular Front” with the “fascist” Daladier. 'They 
have ceased to talk . . . about any French ini])eiialist inter- 
vention against the U.S.S.R. Now they s('e the guarantee of 
peace in the alliance of French capital with the Soviet buiea- 
cracy and . . . say that Trotsky’s policy serves not llerriot 
and Daladier but Hitler. . . He concluded vehemently that 
Stalinism was a ‘festering sore*’ on tlu' labenn movement, which 
should be burned out with ‘red hot iion’, and that the workers 
should reassemble under the banner of Marx and Lenin. ‘I 
am leaving with a deep love for the French people and in- 
eradicable faith in the future of the working class. Sooner 
or later they will r ender me the hospitality that tlu* bourgeoisie 

’ Duffy HI Rxile^ [)p. r-*5 a) 



THE PROPHET OUTCAST 


292 

refuses inc.’^ After two dismal and wasted years he was leaving 
France nc'vei to return. 


'riie laic oI‘ Trotsky's sojourn in Norway reads like a large 
variation on Ibsen’s Enemy of the People. Ibsen presents the 
drama of Doctor Stockman, revered for his nobility by all his 
Icllow-titi/cns, until he threatens to destroy their prosperity 
by disclosing the truth about tlu! poisoned source of their 
wealth. Then his own broth(;r, the town Mayor, and his own 
‘radical’ friends, turn against him with cold and murderous 
iiry. We are now in Ibsen country once again. It does not 
■eatly matter that this time llie Enemy of the People is a 
fugitive from abroad; that he speaks not about the contamina- 
ted conduit pipes of a Norvvt gian resort but about a revolution 
that has been perverted. Tlu^ drama and the stage are essenti- 
ally the same; and so are th(‘ family traits of the actors, especi- 
ally of the sons and grandsons of Ibsen’s pseudo-radicals -even 
their People^ s Messenger is still theie, as of old, changing sides' 
overnight and manipulating public opinion. In tlic crowd we 
may also discern one or two descendants of the modest and 
courageous captain Horster, who stood up for the Enemy of 
the People. Only the times are changed; the forces iri action 
are far more potent; and the conflict more cruel. 

f rom the; outset the auguries were not promising. Not only 
had the Norwegians been niggardly in granting IVotsky 
asylum; they placed him under restrictions not very different 
from those* under which he had lived in France, and they 
reserved the right to fix th{* jflace of his residence at some 
distanea^ from the capital. No sooner had he disembarked on 
18 June than the National Farmers’ Union protested against 
his admission: and on 22 June the Storting was already de- 
bating the protest. 'J'his had no immediaUi sequel, but it was 
clear that the Opposition would use his presence to embarrass 
the government. The conservative bourgeoisie was seared of the 
‘ogre.’; it was impossible to find lodgings for him; no house- 
holder dared to accept him as tenant. The government asked 
him to pledge himself to refrain from political activity. He did 
this, on the understanding that wdiat was demanded from him 
’ B.O., no. 44, July 1935. 
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was that he should not interfere in Norway’s domestic affairs. 
The government was to claim later that it had asked him to 
refrain from any political activity, a demand to which no 
political exile can normally submit or is asked to submit. The 
circumstance that lie was thus treated by men still thinking of 
themselves as schismatics from official communism underlined 
the meanness of their behaviour. 

However, on his arrival, the chiefs ol’ the government and 
the Labour party made a great show of generosity. ‘The 
working class of this country and all right thinking and un- 
prejudiced people’ — this is how theii' newspapci- Arheider- 
bladet welcomed him 'will be delighted with the government 
decision. The right of asylum must not be a dead letter but^ 
reality. The Norwegian people feel . . . honoured by Trotsky^S 
presence in their country.’ Without going into tin* pros and 
cons of his dispute with Stalin, on which they he ld no definite 
views, they denied Stalin the right to 'jiersec nle and banish 
a man like Leon 'IVotsky whose name will stand together with 
Lenin’s in the history of the Russian revolution. Now that, 
despite his great and imperishable service's, he has been exiled 
from his own country, any democratic nation must consider 
it a welcome duty to offer him refuge. . . .’^ Martin Tranmael, 
the party’s founder and leader, came out with personal 
greetings. Various ministers intimated that the terms of Trot- 
sky’s admission, the six months’ limit and the restrict ions on his 
freedom of movement, were so many formalities. Tlu' govern- 
ment asked Konrad Knudsen, a Socialist editor, to assist in 
settling Trotsky; and Knudsen, seeing that it was im])ossibIe 
to lease a house, invited him and Natalya to move into his 
own home.^ 

Presently tlnee party chiefs, Tranmael, Trygve Lie, the 
Minister of Justice, and the EdiUu* o\' Arbciderbladet paid Trotsky 
a formal visit, d’he meeting was rather awkward. The Nor- 
wegians irmindcd Trotsky that in 1921 they had b(*en in 
Moscow and negotiated with him, lienin, and Zinoviev the 
terms of their adherence to the Clomintta n; but l)efore they 

^ H. Krog, Aleniu^ei, p. 220, (1 am obliged to Mr. Kiog iiud lo Mr. N. K. Dahl 
ior the English translations ul passages iroin this book and ul othci Noiu(\gian 
doeumeiits quoted later); Diary in Exilcy pp. 12a p. 

2 This is how Konrad Knudsen has related the lacts lo rnc. 
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difrcrriiliatccl, and with every little rung on all the multiple 
steep ladders of authority marked out with bizarre precision. 
Nowhere was this reversal from earlier ‘proletarian demo- 
cralic’ ^\ays lo the new authoritarianism as pi'onounccd as in 
the armed lr»rces, where the ranks and distinctions of Tsarist 
times ^\ ('r(‘ reintroduced. Amid the celebrations of the advent 
of socialism there was thus the flavour of something like 
Restoration in the air. The educational system and the nation’s 
spiritual life were deeply affected. The progressive school 
reforms of the nineteen-twenties^ which had aroused the 
admiration of many foreign educationists, were decried as 
Itra-lcft aberrations; and a heavy, increasingly nationalist 
ditionalism and an old-fashioned paternalistic discipline 
Invaded classrooms and lectina* halls, stifling the spirit of the 
young generation. The bureaucratic tutelage over science, 
literature, and the arts grew unbearably tyrannical. In every 
field the state exercised absolute power provocatively and 
bnazenly, glorilying itself as the supreme guardian of society. 
And the autocratic bearer of power was exalted as Father of 
the Peoples, fount of all wisdom, benefactor of mankind, and 
demiurge of socialism. 

Trotsky set out to refute Stalin’s claims; and he did this by 
confronting the realities of Stalinism with the classical Marxist 
conception of socialism. He pointed out that the predominance 
of social forms of ownership did not yet constitute socialism, 
even though it was its essential condition. Socialism pre- 
supposed an economy of abundance; it could not be founded 
on the want and poverty that prevailed in the Soviet Union 
and lhat led to the rec rudescence of glaring inecjuality. Stalin 
had invoked Marx’s dictum about the two stages of communism, 
a lower one where society would reward its members ‘each 
according to his work’, and the higher where it would reward 
them ‘each according to his needs’ — it was at the lower stage, 
Stalin declared, that the Soviet Union found i I self. Trotsky 
pointed out that Stalin was abusing the authority of Marx in 
order to justify the inecpiality he was promoting. While it was 
true that Marx had foreseen that inequality would persist in 
the early phase of socialism, it would not have occurred to 
him that it would grow% and even grow by leaps and bounds, 
as it did under Stalin’s rule. Soviet society was still only half- 
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way between capitalism and socialism. It could advance or 
slide back; and only to the extent to which it overcame in- 
equality would it advance. The growth of inequality indicated 
l)acksliding. 

The oi'gies of Stalinist absolutism were part and parcel of 
the same retrograde trend. Lenin had, in liis State and Revolution^ 
wrested from oblivion the Marxian notion of the ‘withering 
away of the state’ and made of it the houseliold idea of Bol- 
shevism; and Trotsky now defended the idea against Stalinist 
manipulation. He insisted that socialism was inconceivable 
without the withering away of the state. It was from class 
conflict that the state had arisen; and it existed as an instru- 
ment of class domination. Even in its loAver pliase socialis|| 
meant tlic disap])earanc e of class tintagonisms and of politic! 
coercion onl) th(‘ purely administrative functions of the 
state ‘the management of things, not o(' men’ were to survive 
under socialism. T.enin had imagined the proletarian dic- 
tatorship as a ‘semi-state’ only, modidled on the (k^inmune of 
Paris, w'hose oflieials would be elected and deposed by vote 
and paid w’()rk('rs’ ^vages, so that they slioiild not form a bureau- 
cracy estranged ft’orn the pc'ople. In backward and 
isolated Russia this scheme had ]'>rovcd unworkable. All the 
same, the advance towards socialism must be measured by 
the degree to which the coercive power of the state was on the 
decline. Massive political persecution and the glorification of 
the state in themselves refuted the Stalinist claim, about the 
achievement of socialism. Stalin argued that the state could 
not with(‘r away in a single country; to Trotsky this was only 
an indirect admission that socialism could not be achieved in a 
singh' country either. But it was not the ‘capitalist encircle- 
ment’ that w^as the chief r(‘ason for the increased power of 
the state, ibr the Stalinist terror aimed primarily at ‘domestic 
enemies’, i.c. at communist opposition. 

To the non-Marxist much of this critique must seem ‘doc- 
trinaire’. "Jo the Marxist it w^as vital because it stri})ped 
Stalinism of ‘id(X)logicar pretejisions and dissociated Marxism 
from Stalin’s practices. 'Fiotsky sought to establish lor the 
Marxist school of thought a position, horn wliicli it could 
disclaim the moral lialnlitics wLich Stalinism uas rn-ating 
for it, and from which it could declaic that its ideas were no 
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more responsible for Stalin’s reign of terror than the Ten 
Commandments and the Sermon on the Mount had been for 
the Holy Inquisition. Nor is the significance of this argument 
only moral and historical, for it still has a profound bearing on 
communist thinking. The notion, which Khrushchev has 
expounded in the late nineteen-firties and early nineteen-sixties, 
tliat the Soviet Union is passing from socialism to communism 
is pr(‘dicated on the Stalinist claim about the achievement of 
socialism in the nineteen-thirties, and is just as unreal as that 
claim. Seen from Trotsky’s standpoint Soviet society is, as yet, 
despite its immense strides forward, very far from having 
^achieved socialism. As all th(‘ thinking of Soviet ideologues, 
'^iconomists, sociologists, philosophers, and historians is still 
entangled in the canon about the completion of socialism, and 
is moving within a circle of fictions construed around that 
canon, the application of Trotsky’s criteria to present Soviet 
reality would entail a revision of the legacy of Stalinism far 
more thoroughgoing than that undertaken in the Soviet Union 
in the first decade after Stalin. 

The RevoluiUm Betrayed is Trotsky’s classical indictment of 
bureaucracy. Once again, in the ‘conflict between the ordinary 
working woman and the bureaucrat who has seized her by 
the throat’ he ‘sided with the working woman’. He saw the 
mainspring of Stalinism in the defence of privilege, which alone 
gave a certain unity to all the disparate aspects of Stalin’s 
policy, connecting its ‘Thermidorian’ spirit with its diplomacy 
and the debasement of the Comintern. The ruling group 
shielded the interests of an acquisitive minority against popular 
discontent at home and the shocks of revolutionary class struggle 
abroad. Tiotsky analysed the social composition of the mana- 
gerial groups, of the party machine, of the civil servants and of 
the officer corps, who between them formed 12 to 15 per cent, 
of the population, a massive stratum, conscious of its weight, 
rendered conservative by privilege, and straining with all its 
might to preserve the national and the international status quo. 

Not content with indicting the bureaucracy, Trotsky con- 
sidered again how and why it had achieved its power in the 
Soviet Union and whether its predominance w^as not inherent 
in socialist revolution at large. He w'ent beyond his earlier 
answers and threw^ into bolder relief the objective causes for 
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the recrudescence of inequality amid all the ‘want and poverty’ 
in the Soviet Union. But he also stated with emphasis that some 
of these factors would recur in every socialist revolution, for 
none would be able to abolish inequality immediately. Even 
the United States, the wealthiest industrial nation, did not 
yet produce enough to be able to reward labour ‘according to 
needs’; it still suffered from a relative scarcity which would 
compel it, under communist government, to maintain differ- 
ential wages and salaries. Consequently, tensions and social 
conflicts would persist, although they would be much milder 
than in an underdeveloped country. And so ‘the tendencies 
of bureaucratism . . . would everywhere show themselves 
even after a proletarian revolution’.^ Marx and Lenin had becit 
aware of this. Marx had spoken of ‘bourgeois law’, safeguarding 
unequal distribution of goods, as being ‘inevitable in the 
first phase of communist society’. Lenin liad described the 
Soviet republic as being in some respi^ets a ‘bourgeois state 
without the bourgeoisie’, even if it weie governed in the 
spirit of proletarian diunocracy. But only the experience of 
the Stalin era had revealed the full dimensions of the problem 
and allowed real insight into the contradictions of post-capitalist 
society. A revolutionary government had to maintain inequality 
and had to struggle against it; and it had to do both for the 
sake of socialism. It had to provide incentives to technicians, 
skilled workers, and administrators in order to ensure the 
proper functioning and the rapid expansion of the economy; 
yet it had also to aim at the reduction and the eventual aboli- 
tion of privileges. 

Ultimately, this contradiction could be resolved only by 
an increase in social Avcalth, surpassing all that mankind had 
hitherto dreamt of, and by the attainment of so high and 
universal a level of education that the gulf between manual 
labour and intellectual work would vanish. In the meantime 
before these conditions are fulfilled, the revolutionary state 
assumes ‘directly and from the very beginning a dual character’ : 
it is socialist in so far as it defends social property in the means 
of production; and it is bourgeois in so far as it directs an 
unequal, differential distribution of goods among the members 
of society. The clear formulation of this contradiction and 

^ The Revululion Betrayed, pj). 57-59. 
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duality as inherent in the transition to socialism is one of 
Trotsky’s important contributions to the Marxist thought of 
his time.^ 

Returning to the analysis of Soviet society he admitted that 
Lenin and he had not foreseen that a ‘bourgeois state without 
a l)ourgcoisie’ would prove inconsistent with genuine Soviet 
denioeiacy; and that the state could not ‘wither away' as long 
as tlieie \Aas ‘the iron necessity’ for it to foster and support 
a j)rivileg(‘d minority. ILe destruction of So\'iet democracy 
was thus due not iiKaely to Stalin’s conspiracy, which was the 
subjet tive aspect of a wider objective process. He w('iit on to 
say that the Stalinist government had preserved the ‘dual 
;haracter’ inherent in any nwolutionary government; but 
that the bourgeois element in it had gained immense weight 
and power at the expense of the socialist element. The bureau- 
cracy was by its veay nature ‘the planter and protector of 
inequality’; it acted like a policeman who during an acute 
shortage of goods ‘keeps order’ while trowxh queue' uy> at food- 
shops — when food is abundant there are no queiu'S and the 
policeman becomes supei fluous. Yet ‘nobody who has wealth 
to distribute ever omits himse lf. Thus out of a social necessity 
there has developed an organ which has far outgrown its 
socially necessary function, and has become an independent 
factor and therewith the source of great danger for the whole 
social organism. . . . The poverty and cultural backwardness 
of the masses have again become incarnate in the malignant 
figure of the ruler with the great club in his hand.’^ 

Had tli(' bourgeois eleinent in the Soviet state acquired 
enough force to destioy the socialist element.^ Trotsky asked. 
Once again he (irmh rejected the view th.U the buieaucracy 
was a ‘new class’ or that the Soviet masses were exploited by 
‘state capitalism’. Slat(' cajntalism without a capitalist class 
A\as to th(‘ Marxist a coiitradk tion in teams. As lor the bureau- 
cracy, it laekc'd the social homogeneity ofany class which owed 
its place in society to the owneiship and tlu' command of the 
means ol' production. I'lie exercise of mere managerial func- 
tions had not turm-d the direntois of the Sovid industry and 
state into such a class, even though tjiey treatc'd both state 

^ See in pailicLilar op. cit., (hapLcr 11: ‘Socialism and the State.’ 

- (Ip cit., III. 
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and industry as if these were their private domains. The in- 
equality which Stalinism promoted was still confined to the 
sphere of private consumption. The privileged groups were 
not permitted to appropriate means of production. Unlike 
any exploiting class, they could not accumulate wealth in the 
form that would give* them command ov('r iIk* labour of others 
and enable them to appro]U-iate juoie and more* wealth. Even 
their j’^rivileges and po^ver were bound u[) with the national 
owju rship of productivt' resources; and sn tlicv had to defend 
that owiiershi]) and theieby to perform a hinetion which, from 
the socialist vie\vpoint, was nec('ss<iry and j)rogressiv(“, though 
they perfornu'd it at an exorbitant cost to society. 

But the social balance of the Stalinist st.ite, 'Trotsky went 
was unstabhx In the long run either the socialist elenn'iit or the 
b(mi\g(‘(as (me must prevail. The ('onliimous growth of in- 
equality w^as a danger signal. l’h(‘ inanageiial groups would 
not indcdlnitely cont(‘ijt themseKes with consumer })rivilegcs. 
Sooner or later tiny would seek to foiin themselves into a 
new possessing class by ex])U)])i‘i<iti!ig tin' stat(‘ and becoming 
the shai ('holding owiiers of trusts and ('one cins. ‘One may argue 
that the big bureaucrat cares little what are the prevailing 
forms of property, provided only that they guarantee him the 
necessary income. 'This argument ignores not only the stability 
of the bureaucrat’s own rights, but also the question of his 
descendants. . . . Privileges have only half their worth if they 
cannot be transmitted to one’s children. But the right of testa- 
ment is inseparable from the right or])ropeity. It is not enough 
to be director of the trust; it is necessary to be a sloekholch'r. 
The victory of the bureaucracy in this d(‘( isivt' sphere' would 
mean ils c ouACf sion iiito a mm jD(iSS(‘ssing c lass.’ Stalin, Tiolsky 
p(jinl(‘d out, c(»uld Jioi jneskh' over this h‘on\ (‘i sioiT ; his r(\gime 
was based on jiational ownership and a plamicd (('oiiomy. 
Tuj’niijg into a mm^ bourgc'oisie, tlu' bineaucrac y would there- 
fore mcessaiilv ( onu into c(mflict wi(h Stalinism; and Stalin, 
by enc'ouraging its :u’(|nisitiv('n('ss, was mnvittingly undci- 
mining not onlv his own uile, l)ut cdl tin' (oii(|ncsts oi llu' 
revolution. So close did this dangci ajqx'ar to 'iV(Usk) that 
he had no h(‘sitation ,iii stating that the iq^b C^onslitnlion 
‘cieates th(‘ political premisses for tin* birth of a new' possc'ssing 
class’. in the ninetc en-twenties so in the ninetecn-thii tic s, lie 
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considered the bureaucracy, or a section of it, as the potential 
agent of a capitalist restoration; but while earlier he saw it as 
an auxiliary of the kulaks and the N.E.P. men, now, after the 
‘liquidation’ of those classes, he regarded it as an independent 
agent. ' 

'J’iiis vi(‘w aj^pears altogether erroneous in retrospect. Far 
from laying its hands on and appropriating the means of pro- 
duction, the Soviet bureaucracy was, in the coming decades, 
to remain the guardian of public ownership. It should be 
leinarked, however, that Trotsky spoke of the bureaucracy’s 
in('tamor])hosis into a new bourgeoisie as of one of several 
m^^possibilitics; he was caieful to point out that the potentiality 
''■'should not be mistaken for actuality. He dealt, as he empha- 
sized, with an unprecedented, complex, and enigmatic 
phenomenon, at a time when the Stalinist anti-egalitarianism 
and leaction against eaily Bolshevism were at the highest 
pitch. The theorist could take nothing for granUd; he could 
not rule out the possibility that these trends might release 
powerful and indejxmdent foices utterly inimical to socialism, 
Stalin, represcuiting an ambiguous combination of ‘Leninist 
orthodoxy’ with a revulsion against revolutionary principle, 
did indeed appear at times to lead Russia to the very brink of 
R('storation. That he could not cross that brink Trotsky had 
no doubt. He feared that others might cross it, even if over 
Stalin’s body.^ 

The same fear, however, haunted Stalin as w'cll; and this 
was w^hy he raged against his own bureaucracy and, on the 
pietext of fighting Trotskyism and Bukharinism, di'cinialed it 
in each of the successive purges. It was oiu' of thi' cllects of 
the purges that they prevented the managerial gioups from 
consolidation as a social stratum. Stalin wlidtecl their acqui- 
sitive instincts and wrung their necks. This was one ol’ the 
most obscure, least cfiscussed and yet impoittinl consequences 
of the {permanent terror. While on the one hand the terror 
annihilated the old Bolshevik cadres and cowed the wwking 
class and the peasantry, it ki‘j)t, on the other, the whole of the 
bureaucr.jcy in a state of flux, icne^ving permanently its 
composition, and not allowing it to grow out of a protoplasmic 
or amoeboid condition, to lorm a compact and articulate body 

^ Oji. c'il., pp. up), U57, and - Ibid., ]:)p. 7. 
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with a socio-political identity of its own. In such circum- 
stances the managerial groups could not become a new 
possessing class, even if they wanted to they could not start 
accumulating capital on their own account while they were 
hovering betweem their offices and the concentration camps. 
Just as he had ‘liquidated’ the kulaks, so Stalin was con- 
stantly ‘liquidating’ the embryo of the lu^w bonrgc'oisie; and 
in this h(' once again acted, in his own barbaric* autocratic 
manner, from Trotsky’s tacitly acceptcxl premiss. In any case, 
the bureaucratic would-bc* bomg(‘oisie was no incjc' figment of 
Trotsky’s imagination. But he patently exaggerated its vitality 
and capacity for self-realization, just as he had ('xaggeratecl| 
the powTi' of the kulaks; and he undcaiated oncc' again Staling 
cunning, tenacity, and ruthlessuess. 1’he manner in which 
Stalin both proinotc'd and repressed the boin geois element in the 
state* was utterly alien and even incoin])i (‘hc'usihle to 'Trotsky, 
who, as a hvays, thought that only ac'onscious and active working 
class could check the anti-socialist tende ncies of the* slate. 

Yet Trotsky also rc'alized that the* Soviet workers were 
unwalling to rise against the* bureaucracy, for ewen if they were 
hostile to it ‘in th(‘ii vast niajcuity’, lh(‘y (eared ‘lest in throwing 
out the bureaucracy they w^ould open the way for a capitalist 
restoration. . . 'J'hc* workers felt that for the time being ‘the 
bureaucracy continues to fulfil a necessary function’ as the 
‘watchman’ guarding some of their conqu(‘sts. ‘They wall in- 
evitably drive out the dishonest, impudent, and unreliable 
waitchman as soon as they sec another possibility.’ What a 
paradox this was! 'The same social group wdiich might turn into 
a ne^v j^jossessing class and destroy the revolution was to some 
extent tlu* revolution’s ])rolector. Trotsky kn(*w that ‘doctrin- 
aires wamld not b(* satisfied’ with his appiaisal of the situation: 
‘They would like cat('goia('al formulas: yes yes, and no no’; 
and, of course, sociological analysis would be simph* ‘if' social 
phejiouK'Tia had ahwiys a finished charactc‘r’. But Ik* ichised 
to force* realities into any neat schenu* and to give* ‘for the sake 
of logical completeness’ ‘a finished definition to an unhnished 
process’. Confronted by a coinpU*tely new* and ‘dynamie social 
formation’, the theorist could produce only working hypo- 
theses and let events test thern.^ 

^ Ibifl., pp. 241-2, 269-70. 
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Events disproved the hypothesis about the transformation 
of the bureniieracy into a new possessing class already in the 
ninet(“Mi-(hir (ies; but even more so during and after the 
Second W'nild \Vaj‘. 'I lieii tlie needs of national defence and 
th(‘ (I('s1rii( lion ol' lh(‘ bourgeois order in eastern Europe and 
(lliina ))ov\eii'ully i(‘infbrced the nationalized struelurt' of the 
So\iet eecmoiny. The Stalinist state, by promoting or assisting 
i'or its oun i(‘asons 1 evolution in eastern Europe and Asia, 
eHMttd rormida})]e count er-ehecks to its own bourgeois ten- 
deiH'ies. 'Ihv post-war industrialization, the immcns(' expau- 
sion ol the Sovi(‘t working class, the grow th of mass education, 
Mid thf' reviving self-assurance of the ivorkers teruk'.d to 
^jbdue the bourgeois element in the state; and aft(T Stalin's 
4eath tlie bureaucracy was compelk'd to make* conci'ssion after 
concession to the egalitarianism of the masses. To be sure, the 
tension betwi'eii the bourgeois and tlie socialist elements ol'thc 
state continued; and, being inherent in the struetine of any 
post-capitalist society, it ivas bound to persist for a very long 
lime to come. The managers, the administiators, the tech- 
nicians, and the skilk'd workeis reinaiiK'd jirivileged groups. 
But the gulf between them and the great mass ol‘ the toilers 
wiiH narrowing in the middle and late ninetiH’n-fiftics and the 
early nineteen-sixties; and so the balance between the con- 
tradictory elements in the stale was very dilfercnt from wdiat 
it had been when Trotsky wrote The Revolution Betrayed, Trotsky 
himself anticipated such a development: 

'Ikvo ()p])osite tendeiicie.' are growing u]) out of tlu‘ depth of the 
S(»viet u'ginie. To the (‘xteiit that, in contrast to a decaying caiiital- 
ism, [that n'giine] develops the productive forces, it is ])ic paring the 
economic basis of socialism. To th(' extent that, foi' tlie benefit of 
an uppi'r stjalurn. it caiiics U) more and more cxtiiane expn‘ssion 
liouigeois nouns of distribution, it is pre])aring a capitalist restora- 
tion. This ('ontrast between fotms ori)io])eily and iicums of dis- 
tribution cannot grow’ indefinilc‘ly. Eithei the Iiourgcois noims must 
in one form 01 anollu'r spiead to the means ot ])i’oducti()n, or the 
norms ol distribution must lx* bi ought iiitcj c'oriwspoiidcnce with the 
socialist projK-rty sxstc'in.^ 

It is this latter course that events were to take twenty and 
twTiity-fivc years later, when Stalin's successors began grndg- 
^ Op. cit., pp. 231-2. 
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ingly yet unmistakably to bring the norms of distribution into 
closer correspondence with the socialist property system. Trots- 
ky’s hypothesis about the rise of a new possessing class appears 
therefore unduly pessimistic, even tliougli it reflected a situation 
in whicli the balance was strojigly and dangerously weighted 
against the socialist elements. Yet, d(‘spite the ‘pessimism’, 
Trotsky's analysis of the dynamic contradictions of the post- 
revolutionary state still olfers the best clue to the subsequent 
social evolution. 

It was against a ‘greedy, niend«ici()us, and cynical caste of 
rulers’, against the germ of a new ]mss(‘ssing class, that 'JVolsky 
foimulated his programme of a ‘political revolution’ in th^ 
U.S.S.R. ‘There is no peaceful outcojue . . he wiotc. ‘Th^ 
Soviet bureaucracy will not glv(‘ u]:» its positions without a 
light . . . no devil has (‘ver yet vohmiarily cut off his own 
cLiw^s.’ ‘ The prolcLuMat of a backward country was fated to 
accomplish the lirst socialist jcvolution. For this historic 
])rivilegc it jnust, according to all the evidenctg pay with a 
second suj)[)lenientar) revolution against bureaucratic ab- 
solutism.’ He preached ‘a ])olitical, not a social revolution’, 
a revolution, that is, wdiich w'ould ovaathrow the Stalinist 
system of governnunit, but would not change the existing 
property relations.^ 

This w^as a completely new pn aspect: Marxists had never 
imagined that after a socialist revolution they would have to 
call upon the workers to rise again, for they had taken it for 
granted that a w^oikers’ state could be only a proletarian 
democracy. Flistory had now demonstrated that this was not 
so; and that, just as the bourgeois order had developed various 
foiiiis of government, monarchical and repnldican, con- 
stitutional and autocratic, so the workers’ state could exist in 
various ])olitiea1 forms, langing from a burcMiicratic absolutism 
to goveriimeiit hy daaiioeratic Sovicls. And just as the I’rench 
bourg('oisic had tr) ‘snj)plcment’ the social jevolution of 
1789 ()[] by the polltii'al revolutions of 1830 arid i8.]8, in 
wdiicli ruling groups and iiK'thods of government wxmt clianged 
but not the economic structuie ol' society so, Tiotsky argued, 
the working class loo had to ‘supjiliaiicnt’ tin' Oclol)ci Revolu- 
tion. I’lic bourgeoisie had acted consistently witliin its class 
^ CJp. cit., pp. ay 1-2. 
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int(‘rrst when it assen ted itself against its own absolutist rulers; 
and the working class would also act legitimately in freeing its 
own li'om a despotic stranglehold. A political revolution 

of this kind liad, of' course, notliing to do with tcrroiistic acts: 
‘Individual teiioi is a weapon of impatienit and despairing 
individuals, bedonging most frequently to the )oung genera- 
tion of l]i(‘ Inneaueiacy itself." For Marxists it was axiomatic 
that tliey ('ould carry out the revolution only with the open 
su])j)ort of th(‘ inajoiity of the workers. It was therefore^ not 
with a call for any imme'diatc aetion that Trotsky canu‘ out, 
for as long as the workers saw in the bureaucracy the ‘wateh- 
nnan oftlK'ir conquests", th(*y would not rise against it. dVotsky 
'advanced the idea, not the slogan, of a revolution; he olTered 
a long-term orientation for the struggle against Stalinism, not 
guidance for diiect action. 

This is how lu^ formulated the programme ol the revolution: 

It is not a (jiK'stion ol' sulxstituliiig one luliug clif|ii(' foi another, 
but of changing the veiy methods of adiiiinisteiing the ('('onomy 
and guiding tin* culture of tlu^ country. Biir(‘anci atic autociacy 
must give place to Soviet deinociacy. A restoiation ol the light of 
criticism and genuine hee'dom of elections is the neee'ssary con- 
dition for the further development of the eountiy. This assumes a 
revival of freedom of Soviet parties, beginning with the party of 
Bolsheviks, and a renascence of the trade unions. I’lie bringing of 
democracy into industry means a l adical revision of plans in the 
interests of the toilers. Free discussion of economic problems will 
decrease the overhead expense of bureaucratic mistakes and zig- 
zags. Expensive playthings — Palaces of the SoviiTs, new theatres, 
showy Metro subways —will be abandoned in favour of workrrs’ 
dwellings. ‘Bourgeois nouns of distribution" w ill be confine cl w^ithin 
the limits ol' strict necessity, and, in stej) with the growth of social 
wealth, will give wTiy to socialist ('(piality. Ranks will be immedi- 
ately abolislicd. I’he tinsel of dee'orations will go into tlu' melting 
])ot. Youtli will receive the op])ortunity to bicatlu' liecly, criticise, 
make mistakes, and grow^ u}). Science and ait will be heed of their 
chains. And, hiicdly, foreign policy^ will ictuin to th(‘ traditions of 
revolutionarv' internal ionalismd 

He rt'iterated here all the familiar desiderata of the period 
when he still stood lor l eform. Only in one point did lie make 
a new’ dejiarture— namely, in his demand for ‘genuine freedom 

1 Op. cit., p. 273. 
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of elections’. On this point, however, he was confronted with a 
dilemma: he had discarded the principle of the single party; 
but he did not advocate unqualified freedom of parties. Going 
baek to a pre-1921 fonnula, he spoke* of a ‘revival of freedom 
of Soricl parties’’, that is of the parlies that 'stood on the ground 
of the October Revolution’, hut who was to determine which 
were and which were not ‘Soviet ])arties’? Should the Mcn- 
shc*vilss, fo]* instance, b(' allowed to benefit fiorn the ‘revived’ 
freedom? lie left these questions in suspt'nse, no doubt because 
lie held that tlnw' could not be r(\solv(‘d in adv'anc(‘, regardless 
ot cir('unistane('S. lie was simiiarh e.uitious in discussing 
(‘(|uality: he did not speak of any 'abolition’ of ‘boui'geois^^ 
norms ol distribution’ th(\s(' w'er(* to bt* maintained, but only 
bvithin th(* limits of strict necessity’; and dispensed with 
gradually, ‘witli tin* giowth of social wealth’. The political 
r(‘volution was thus to leave some ])rivil('ges to managers, 
administrators, technicians, and skilh'd workers. As he him- 
self som(‘times, in polemical utteianccs, spoke loosely of 
th(' ‘ov(‘] llnow’ or ‘abolition’ of biiu^aiu iacy, this gloss put 
the problem in a more r(‘alistic p(‘rs])eetive. What he en- 
visaged on calm refh'etion W'as a drastic' curtailment, not the 
obliteration, ol' bureauei atie and managc iial piivilcgc. 

Over a quarter of a century aftc'r its formulation, this pro- 
gramme has remained relevant; and most of its id(‘as have 
reappc'ared in the post-Stalinist movement of reform. Y(*t the 
question must be asked wdielher in insisting on the necessity 
of a political 1 evolution in the U.S.S.R. "i’rotsky had not taken 
too dogmatic a view^ of the prospc'ct and, against his own 
advice, givcai 'loo finished a definition to an unlinislicd 
]:>roc(‘ss’. fVom the tenor of 7 he Revohilioti Betrayed it is clear 
that hf* saw no chance^ of any reform lioni above; and tlnic' was 
indecal no chance of it in In's lifetime and (or tin* rcsst of the 
Stalin era. T>ut during that time ihcae w^as no ehanc’c in the 
Soviet Union of any political revolution c-ither. This wds a 
period ol' deadlock ; it was imjKiSsible (fithcr to cut or to untie 
the Gordian knots of Stalinism. Any programme' of change, 
whether rcvoluticjnary 01 lefoimisl, was illusory. This could 
not prcwc'iit a fightei like Trotsky horn se arching for a way 
out. But he w^as searching within a vicious circle, which only 
world-shaking events began to breach many yeais later. And 
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when tljat liappcncd the Soviet Union moved away from Stalin- 
ism through reform from above in the first instance. What 
forced \hr Tcdbrni was jnecisely the factors on which Trotsky 
liad hanked: (‘('onoinie progress, tlie cultural lise of the 
masses, and tlie end of Soviet isolation. The break with 
S(ali?iisn] (oiild only be pieceaneal, because at the end of the 
Stalin ora then* (existed and could exist no political force 
caj)abl(‘ and Aviiling to act in a revolutionary manner. Morc- 
o\(*r, througliout the first decade after Stalin tluae did not 
(unerge Troin b(dow’ any autonomous and articulate mass 
movement (‘ven for icforin. Since Stalinism had become an 
l anac'hronism, nationally and internationally, and a break with 
:!^t had bc'come an historic nec(‘ssity for the Soviet LInion, the 
ruling group itself had to take the initiative of the break. Thus, 
by an irony of history Stalin's epigones be gan tlu' liquidation 
of Stalinism and thei eby caiiied out, waJorc eux inemcs^ parts of 
Trotsky’s ]3o]ili('al testauK'nt.^ 

But can they continue this work and coinifiele it? C)i is a 
political revolution still jiei'essary? On the lac(' of it, the 
chances of revolution are still as sh'nde'v as they were in 
Trotsky’s days, whereas the possibilities of reform are far more 
real. The conditions for any revolution, as Leaiin once put it, 
are [a) that the rulers should not lx* able to go on ruling as 
they used to; (/;) that the ruled, in their misery, despair, and 
fury, should reduse to go on living as before; and (c) tliat there 
should exist a i evolutionary party determined and able to 
seize its chanc(\ These conditions are not likely to materialize 
in a countiy with a vital and expanding economy and with 
lising standards of living, when the masses, having uiqnece- 

^ I un(l« iliiictl tins (’in iiinsljuif c* in mv book Riissin AJhr Shdiu (ijC)'}) -mcl iji 
iii.niy iUlK 1( pnblislicd jiisl :it (lit* end ol llie Slaliii eia. d’lic Aniciu an 
lIuMi devoted a wliok issue ul their llieoictu al oigaii 'I hr FoutUi Jnlnvahoual fWir.t(T 
U)f,4) to tlu tlieiiK'- J tuhhy ot l)riilulirf\ aiicl janies V. CJannoii, thiir li'ndei, 
vi'lienieulh d< iioliih ed iiii as a ‘i evisjonist’ and as ‘the Uci Jistcin cjf Ticgskvism’. 
My sin was that 1 forecast that in tlu‘ lu xt tf u Acars tiu'ie A\ould lx‘ no eliance 
for a ‘j)oliiical n'vohilion’ in tlie U.S.S.R. and th.il a jjciiod orhefoiin fiom al)ove’ 
was opening. (CJns was index'd to be tin* chief political characteristic of the 
first de('ad(' allei Stalin.) I basexf niy arguineiit , viin aha, on the fact that the 
externiiinil ion of all opj^iositions, c.s]>eciallv of the 'Crolsk\ist Opposition, had left 
Soviet soc ictv politic'ally ainorjdious, inarticulate. aiicJ incapable of ‘initiative from 
below’. It was paradcixical that Trotskyists in tlie West shoakl Iiave been so utterly 
.unaware of this roiis(X|ueiice of the exirriiiination cT the Trotskyists (and other anti- 
Stalinist Bolsheviks) in the U.S.S.R. 
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dented access to education, see before them prospects of con- 
tinuous social advance. In such a nation any conflict between 
popular aspirations and the selfishness of a ruling group, a 
conflict under which Soviet society is still labouring, is more 
likely to gi\T rise to pressure for continuous reform than to 
lead to a revolutionaiy ex])losion. Iiistor\ may therefore yet 
vindicate the dVotsky who had for tw(‘lve or thirteen years 
struggled for reform rathca* than the Trotsky who, in his last 
five years, preached revolutioTi. 

d’his, however, can he only a tentative conclusion. The 
problem of a burc'aucracy in a workers’ stale is inched so new 
and complex tiiat it atkn\s little 01 no (crtilude. We cannot 
determine' in advance how' far a l)in'(‘aurrai'v can go in yielding 
up privilege's; what strength and eflectivemess popula.r ])ressurfe 
fe)r icform can a< quire undea' a single ])arly systenn; and 
whe-tlier a hnemedithie’ ix'gime can gradually dissolve and 
ti ansfoi jn it.se'lf into (vac allenving iW'e demi e)f e'xpression and 
associatie)!! on a sociadi't basis. ] 4 o\\ fai do the' se)cial tensions 
inhei’cnt in ‘j)i'iinili\x' se)cialist accumnlatie)!)’ soften or abate as 
the ace iimulation lejses its piimithe', forcible, and antagonistic 
chaisutei ? Te) wlial extent does the* rise* in ])e)j)nlar well-being 
and education resolve' antagonisms between the* bureaucracy 
and the people ? Only e^xperieiice, in which there may be 
more surprises than arc dreamt of in any philosophy, can 
provide the answer. At any rate, the present writer prefe'us to 
leave the final jiielgcment on Trotsky’s idea of a political 
rcvolutie)!! te) a historian of the next generatie)n. 


Mentiein slie)uld lx* made* liere of the ixxision, whie h Tiotsky 
carried out in 77 /r Revolution Betrayed^ ol' his conceplieui of the 
Soviet d h( rmidor. \\'e i)a\’<* fli'sciibed carlu r tin* ])as,sions and 
the* turbiih'iice wliich this abstruse liistoiical analogy had 
arous('d ii] tin* IkdslicNik party in ihe nini'tecn-twcnties; and 
we have said that tl^is was a case of /r nunl saisit le. vifd About 
ten ycais latcj- av(' fmd Trotsky, under a Norwegian village 
roof, still w'rcstiing ^vith the Frcncli ])hantom ol' 1794. We 
remember that as long as he stood for n'fijrm in the Soviet 
Union, he rcj(*ctcd tin* view’, originally lu'ld by the Workers’ 

1 Ihe Projthel Uiicirmed^ pp. 312-1^. 
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Opposition, that the Russian Revolution had already declined 
into the I'herniidorian or post>Thermi dorian phase. Thermidor, 
he A\as the danger with which Stalin’s policy was 

IVauglil, but not yc“l an accomplished fact. He still defended 
this attilud(' against friend and foe alike in the first years of 
his banishment. Hut having decided that the Opposition must 
become an independent j)arty and that political revolution 
was ijn vitable in the Soviet Union, he thought again and 
stat(‘d th.it th(! Soviet Union had long since been living in tlu‘ 
post-'l li(‘i midoi'ian epoch. ^ 

Jh‘ admitt(‘d that tlu' historical analogy had done mori' to 
obfus('at(' minds than to enlighten them; yvt he went on 
elaboiating it. Me and his Inends, he argued, had committed 
a mistake in thinking that 'J'hennidor amounted to a counter- 
revolution and restoration; and having so deliiied it, they had 
been right in insisting that no 'i’heimidor had occurred in 
Russia. But the delinition \\as wiong and unhistoiic: the 
original Thermidor had no( becji a counter-revolution, but 
only ‘a phase* of reaction within the revolution’. The Ther- 
midorians had not destroyt'd the social basis of the Ircmch 
Revolution, the new bourgeois j^ropeity lelations, that had 
taken shape in 1789 -93; but tluw had on that basis set up their 
anti-popular rule and set tin* stage for the Consulate and the 
Empire. "JTc comparable development in the Soviet Union 
occurred as early as 1923, when Stalin suppressed the Left 
Opposition and established his anti-proletarian regime on the 
social foundations of thr October Revolution. With the calendar 
of the lu'cnch Revolution before his eyes all the* time, Trotsky 
went on to say that Stalin’s rule Inning assumed a Bona- 
])arlist chaiact(*r, the Sovi(*t Union was living und(a its 
Oonsulatc*. Within this pers])(*cti\e the dangc*!' of resloiation 
a|)])eaied all too real in Juaiua* twenty years had passed 
b(‘twe(‘n 'riiermidor and the return of the Bourbons; and 
'I’rotsky’s call for a new revolution and a return to Soviet 
democracy echoed the cry raised by the Oonspiracy of l^quals 
for a return to the First Rc])ublic. 


1 "rrol.sky first ‘rrvised’ his 'J'lu*iiiiiLh)r analogy in r.n essay ‘Tlie Workers State, 
Therinitlur, and Itonapai tisni’, wutten dining tlu latti i part of his slay in I'Vancc 
and published in B.O., no. .{3 in A])nl 1935. 'Fliat essay contained in a nutshell 
the argument of 1 Itc Kfvotutiou Uchityed. 



‘enemy of the people’ 


3^5 


Thus, Trotsky involved himself deeper and deeper in that 
‘summoning up of the ghosts of the past’ which Marx had seen 
as a peculiai* feature of bourgeois revolutions. The English 
Puritans had conjured up the prophets of the Old Testament; 
and the Jacobins the heioes and the \irtues of' Republican 
Rome, In doing so, Marx said, they did not just ‘])arody the 
past’, but 'genuinely strove to j cdiscover the spiiit of revolu- 
tion’.^ Mai'x was confident that a socialist i evolution would 
not need to borj ow its costumes from the ])ast because it ^vould 
have a clear awareness of its own character and purpose. And 
indeed, in 1917 the bolsheviks did not dress up in such costumes 
and had no use for the ])ageantry and the symbols of' earlier 
revolutions. In later y(‘ais, howevt'r, they derive d fioni Jacob- 
inism all theii night males and f'eais, th(‘ nightmares of the 
('piualioiis and lh(‘ fe<ns ol 'rhermidoi'; <md tin y magnified these 
by their own actions and in tln'ii own imagination. They did 
so not from sh('('r imitativaniess, but because' they w (m (' struggling 
with similai predicaments .ind sougiit to masle'i* them differ- 
ently. 'They (onsnlted the gloomy expeiiences of' the past in 
ord(‘r to avoid their i(‘])etitjori. And although it is true that 
the Bolsh(‘viks did not eseape* the honors of a fratricidal struggle 
in their midst, yet the y did manage* to avoid the* whole fatal 
cycle through wdiich Jacobinism had mo\('d to its doom and 
through which the French Revolution was driven to its end. 
The fear of Thermidor that haunted tin* Bolsheviks was a 
reflex of self-defence and self-preservation. But the reflex 
often wanked hrationally. Trotsky now admitted that 
for more than ten yaxirs the Opposition had laised the alarm 
about Thermidor without perceiving clearly the meaning of 
the prc'cedent Thermidor 1 ('jneseuted. Was lie himself more 
clear about it iiow^? 

I'lie original Thermidor was one of' the most involvc'd, many- 
faceted, and enigmatic evc'iits in modern histoiy; and this 
accounts partly for the confusion about it. The d’hermidorians 
overthrew Rob(“S])ierre after a s(*ries of inU iiiecine Jacobin 
struggles, in tlie course of which Rola'spierre, h ading the 
centre of his partyg had destroyed its right and h'ft w'ings, 
the Danlonists and ilebeitists. T he end of his ruh* marked 
the downfall of his faction and of the Jacobin ])<irty at huge. 

^ The Eighleeuth Briimaire uj Louis Bunajmrte. 
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Soon after Thermidor the Jacobin Club was disbanded and 
ceased to exist. The Therniidorians replaced Robespierre’s 
‘reign of terror’ by tlie rule of ‘law and order’ and inflicted final 
defeat on tli(' ])lf‘bs of Paris, which had suffered many reverses 
even (ailiei'. I’hey abolished the quasi-egalitarian distribution 
of Tv/od, whieli J\ohes])ierre had maintained by fixing ‘maxi- 
munf pi ices. H('nci:fortli, the bourgeoisie was fia'c to trade 
])iT)iilab]y, to amass fortun(‘s, and to gain tlie social dominance 
w liieli it was to preserve even under the Empire. Thus, against 
the backgrraund of ebbing revolutionary energies and of dis- 
illusionmeiU and apathy in the masses, the revolutionary 
regime jaassed from the popular to tlu^ anti-popular phase. 

It is enough to outline briefly thes(‘ various aspects of 
Thermidor to see where 'J'lolsky was wjong in his assertion 
that Russia had goiu' through her 'Hjcrmidor in 1923. The 
defeat of the Opposition in lliat ye ar was not in any sense an 
event compai ablc* to the eollajesi* and dissolution of th(‘ Jacobin 
party; it corresponded ratlu'r to the defeat of the left Jacobins 
which had taken place well before Thermidor. While Trotsky 
was writing The Revoluiion Behaved the Soviet Union was on 
the eve of the great purge ti ials — in k’rance the ('{mrations were 
part and parcel of the Jacobin periofi; only alter Robespierre’s 
downfall was the guillotine brought to a halt. Thermidor was 
in fact an explosion of despair with the permanent purge; 
and most of the Therniidorians were ex-Dantonists and ex- 
Hebertists who had survived the slaughter of their factions. 
Idle Russian analogy to this would have been a successful coup 
against Stalin carried out, after the trials of 1936 8, by lem- 
nants of' the Ikikharinist and Trotskyist op])()sitions. 

Another difference is evcji more ini])ortant: Thermidor 
brought to a close the revolutionary ti iuisformation of Erench 
society and the upheaval in properly. In the Soviet Union these 
did not come to a halt with Stalin’s a.scenriancy. On the con- 
traiy, the most violent upheaval, collectivization of farming, 
was carried out under his rule. y\iid it was surely not flaw and 
order’, c'\en in a most anti-]io]3ular foiin, that pievailed either 
in 1923, oi' at aiiv time dining the Stalin era. What the early 
ninctecii-tw ('Uties had in common with the 'riierniidorian 
period was the ebbing away of the popular revolutionary 
energies and the disillusionment and apathy of the masses. It 
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was against such a background that Robespierre had sought 
to keep the rump of the Jacobin Party in power and failed; 
and that Stalin struggled to pres(‘r\e the dictatorship of the 
Bolshevik rump (i.e, of his own fa(*liou } and sneeeeded. 

Admittedly, there was a strong I'hei niidoriaii flavour about 
Stalin’s anti-egalitarianism. But that was not absent from 
Lenin’s N.L.P. either. (Juriously, when in 1921 the Men- 
sheviks described N.L.P. as the ‘Soviet Tluainidor’, neither 
Lenin nor I’rotsky ])rotcsted. On the contrary, tlicy con- 
gratulated therns(d\a*s on having carried out something like 
Therm idor peacefully, without breaking up their own party 
and losing power. ‘It was not tlu'v [the Mcnsheviks|’, Trotsky 
wrote in 1921, ‘but w e ourselves who formulated this diagnosis. 
And, what is moie im])ort<int, the concessions to the Thernii- 
dorian mood and Icaidc'neies of the piat\' l^onrgc'oisit', necessary 
for the pui'pos(‘ of maintaining the ])ower of th(‘ ])rol(‘tariat, were 
made by the ('ommunisl party w'ithout (dli cling a break in the 
system and without quitting the helm.'’' Stalin also made the 
most far-reaeliing ‘eoiK cssions to the 'I’hei midoi ian moods and 
tendeiu'it's’ of his buieaueiaey and managcaial gioups, ‘with- 
out effecting a break in the system aTid without quitting the 
helm'. In any ease, an historical analogy which led Trotsky, 
in 1921, almost to boast that he and Lenin had carried out a 
semi-Thermidor, then to deny that any fSoviet d’herrnidor had 
occurred, and linalK, in 1935, to maintain that the Soviet 
Union liad for twdv(' years lived under a Therm idor, wdthout 
Trotsky himself noticing it such an analogy did indeed serve 
moi’c to obfuscate minds than to enlighten them. 

The historically fai mojc justified charge that Trotsky could 
have levelled against Stalin was that he instituted a reign of 
terror like Robespii'n e's, and that he had monstrously out- 
done Robcs])ierre. Howevei’, Trotsky’s own past and thc! 
Bolshevik tradition did not allow him to say this. It will be 
remembered that in 1903 4, when lie first dissociated himself 
from Bolshevism, he levelled the accusation of Jacobinism 
against Lenin; .md in reph Lenin proudh identified himself 
as the ‘pioletaiian Jacobin’ of the twentieth ceiituiy.^ 1 ’he 

1 Trotsky? Between Red and White^ p. 77, (Trotsky crjiiduflcd the writitur ol this 
book in February 19.22.) 

^ See The Prophet Armed ^ pp. 91-97. 
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two men were thinking of two different Robespierres : Lenin 
of the one who had secured the triumph of the revolution 
against die Ch'ionde, dVotsky of the one who had sent his own 
comradi'S to the guillotine. Not only in l.enin’s eyes, but in 
those of most wc steui Maixists, the Conductor of the Purges 
had, alba a century, receded behind the great Incorruptible 
hallo^ved in the- Pantheon of the Revolution. Trotsky the Bol- 
shevik legrcttcd that he had ever raised the charge of Robes- 
pi(a]ism against I.c'nin; and he was wary of throwing it at 
Stalin. Having in the meantime accepttxl the Bolshevik glori- 
fication ol' Jacobinism, he virtually identified himself with 
Robc“S))i(a'rc; and this l(‘d him to see his enemies as Thermi- 
dorians, which they wer(‘ not. 'I’ru(‘, his alarms did much to 
rouse all Bolsheviks, including the Stalinists, to vigilance. 
MoJeov(;r, something of th(‘ 'J'hermidorian mood still survives 
in th(‘ Soviet Union; and it can be found (together with the 
‘bourgeois element’ and 'bourge^ois norms of distribution’) 
in any workeis’ state. All the* same, wc who have seem, in the 
nineteen-forties and ninetiHai-lifties, the Russian Resolution 
in its full Prot(‘an ])owci, by far sin ])asssiiig the Prencli 
Revolution in scale and momentum wi^ can only wonder 
over the strange (/uid pro quo through which the* 'J’hei’rnidorian 
phantom strayed on to the Russian scami* and k(‘j)t itself there 
for a whole historic epoch. 


'I’he ])essimism, real and apparent, underlying The Revolu- 
lion Betrayed shows itself also in those ])ag(‘s where* Trotsky tried 
to anticipate the im])aet of tin* Sc‘('ond Woild War c:)n the 
Soviet Union. He noted that the new social systenn had pro- 
vided ‘‘national defence \vith advantages of which the old 
Russia could not drc'am’; that in a planned economy it was 
relatively c'asy to switch from civilian to military production 
and 'to focus on the interests of defe nce even in building and 
equipping new fiictories’. He underlined the progre^ss of the 
So\iet armed Ibrcc's in all modern weapons and stated that 
‘the con elation be’tweem the living and mechanical forces of 
the Red Army may be considered by and huge as on a level 
with the best armies of the West’.^ This was not, in 1936, a view 

1 The Revolution Betrayed j pp. 196-7. 
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generally accepted by western military experts; and the 
emphasis with which Trotsky expressed it was undoubtedly 
calculated to impress the Governments and the General Staffs 
of the western powers. But he sa\v the weakness of the Soviet 
defences in the Thermidorian spirit of its officer corps, in the 
army’s rigidly hierarchical structure whieli was replacing its 
revolutionary-democratic organi/ation, and above all in 
Stalin’s foreign policy. He argued that Slalin, having first 
neglected the danger from th(' 'J'liiid Reich, was no^v, to 
counter it, relying maiiil)' on allianc es Avitli weslein bourgeois 
Governments, on the Lc'ague of Nations, and on ‘collective 
security’, for the sake of wliieh he would in ease ol'war refrain 
from making any genuinely revolutionary a])p(‘al to the armed 
w'orkers and peasants of the belligei enl nations. 

‘Can we . . .’ IVotsky asked, ‘ex])eet that the Soviet Union 
will come out of tlie approaching great war without defeat? 
'To this frankly posed question wc’ will answer as frankly: if 
the war sliould remain only a wxir, the defcxit of the Soviet 
Union would be inevitable. In a Ic'chnical, economic, and 
military semse, imj)erialism is ineoin]).ii ably stronger. If it is 
not paralysed by u'volution in the West, impel ialism will 
sweep away the regime wdiich issued from the October Revolu- 
tion.’^ Divided though the West was against itself, it would 
eventually unite ‘in order to block the military victory of the 
Soviet Union’. Well before the Munich crisis, Trotsky observed 
that France was eilready treating her alliance with the' Soviet 
Union as a ‘scrap of paper’ and she would continue to do 
so, no matter how much Stalin tiied to secure the alliance 
through the Populai Front. Only if Stalin were to yield 
further to French, British and Aniei iean economic and political 
prc'ssures, would the alliance assume reality; but even then 
the allies would take advantage of tlu‘ Soviet Union’s waitime 
difiiculties and seek to sap the socialist foundations of its eco- 
nomy and exact far-ieac:hing conc essions to caj^italism. At the 
same time the peasantiy’s individualism, sthred up by war, 
would threaten to disrupt colffctive farming. These external 
and domestic pressures, Tiotsky concluded, would bring the 
danger of counter-revolution and n'storation closc'r to Russia. 
The situation was not hopeless, however, because the war 

1 Op, cit., j). 2 l(). 
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would also bring revolution closer to Europe; and so, on 
balance, ‘the Soviet regime would have more stability than the 
ixgiines of its probable enemies’. ‘The Polish bourgeoisie’ 
could only ‘hasten the war and find in it . . . certain death’; 
and 'Hitler has fai less chances than had Wilhelm II of carrying 
a war to \ieloiy\ 'Trotsky’s eonfidcaiee in European levoliition 
was <is stiong as was his despondency about tli<‘ prospects of 
llie Soviet Dnion in the absence of such a rc-voliition : 

daiigei ol'wai and deteal of the Soviet Union is leality, 
l)Ut tiu' icvolntion is also a K'ality. If llie levotiitioji docs not prevent 
war, then war will help the r(‘Volntion. Secojid biiths are connnonly 
easier than first. In the new war it wall not be necessary to w^ait a 
w'holc two years and a halt for the first insurrection |as it w^as 
after 1914]. Once it is begun, 11101 cover, the levolntion wall not 
this time stop lialf way. 'The fair oftlu* Sovie t Union w'ill l>c de^cided 
in tlie long lun not on the* inaji^ ot tlu‘ Ucnenal Staffs, but on the 
map of the class struggle'. Onl) tlv* Faiiopean ])iolctaiial, implaea])ly 
opposing its bourgeoisie . . . can iiioteet the' Se)vict Union from 
destruction, 01 horn an 'allie‘d’ stab in tlu' liack. liven a military 
defeat of the Sovie't Union would be only a short e'piseide', if there 
were to be a victoiy of the jiiole'tai'iat in olhei eountrie's. And, on 
the other hand, ne) military vic tory ('an save the inheritaiiec' of the 
October revolution if ijujierialism holds out in the rest of the 
world. . . . Without the Red Aimy tlie SoN’ie t Union would be 
crushed and dismcmbeicd like China. Only its stubborn and heroic 
resistance to tlie future capitalist enemy can create favourable 
conditions for tire development of the class struggle* in tire imperialist 
camp. Tlu' Red Army is thus a factor of immense significance'. But 
this docs not mean that it is the sole histoiic factoi . 

It is not under the bamuT of tlie slalus quo | w hich Stalin’s diplo- 
macy delcndeel in tlu' niie tc ('ii-thli tics | that the' Tairojican w'orkers 
and the colonial jicoplcs can use. . . . "The task' ol the Ihnojican 
})ro]ctaiial is not the perpetuation (A' bonndaiics, lint, on the 
eontrarw thc'ii 1 ex^ohit ionary aliolition, not [the jirc'servatlon of] 
the' status quo but a soci.ilist United State's ol Tairo]M'.* 

The' oute'emu' of the Second Woild War was t(' be- far less 
rh'.ir cut than this alternative; and notliiiig would be' easier 
than to (e)m])ile from The Reroluiwn Betrayed a list e.)f Tiotsky’s 
errors in jirogiiostieation. Yet caeh of his errors eontains im- 
portant (dements of truth and folkwvs from premisses which 
‘ Op. ciL, i 3 ]j. iiHj 20. 
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retain validity; and so more can still be learned from his mis- 
takes than from the correct platitudes of most political writers. 
Trotsky is in this respect not unlike Marx: his thought is 
‘algebraically’ correct, even when his ‘arithmetical’ con- 
clusions are wrong. Where his forec«is1s were erroneous, they 
were so because too often he viewed the St'cond World War 
in terms of the first; but his general insights into the relation- 
ship ])etweeii war and icvolution were diep and are still 
essential to an understanding ol' the' rexolutionaiy aftermath 
of the Second World Ward 

The Revolution Betrayed has e\(‘reis(‘d its infiueiKe in a strange, 
often self-defeating, mannei pro captu lecioris. It was pub- 
lished in May 1937, riglit in the inidd](' of ilie slaughter of the 
Old Bolsheviks, just after the trial of Raclek, Pyatakov, and 
Sokol nikov and on the eve of the execution of Tukhachevsky 
and the othei Ciencaals. llie volleys of Stalin's execution 
squads gave a pc'culiar resonance to the title of the book: it 
came as a despeiale and piercing cry of ])rolc\st. ifixaising all 
of d'rotsky’s tragic invective, it suggestc‘d that the October 
Revolution h<id snflered its last and irn'tricwable debacle and 
that Trotsky and his followers had abandoned all allegiance 
to the Soviet Ihiion, Thus, the ‘revolution betrayed’ became a 
startling, memorable, yet vacuous slogan; and for a long time 
the title page of the book made a strongei impression than the 
book itself; often it closed minds to Trotsky’s complex and 
subtle argument. His speculations about the possible emergence 
of a new poss(‘Ssing class caught readers’ attention to the 
exclusion of his qualifying clauses and counter-balancing ideas. 
Quite a few of his diseiph's saw actuality where h(‘ saw mere 
potentiality. The v( ry brilliance of his conli oversial style helped 
to produce this distorting response, J'or it temj)ted hosts of 
lesser writers to imitate the masters invective, w’hich v\as so 
much easier to do tlian to enter ciilically into his thought. 
Not only did 1 he RevahUion BeUayed become the' Bibh* of 
latter-day d^iotskyist .',(rts and ('haj)cls, whose' members 
piously niumbk cl its verses long <dtc'r dVotsky’s death. 'I he 
eflect of the book was lelt more widely, in the' literature of 
disillusionment produccxl by w^estern ex-communists in the 
nineteen-forties and nineteen-fifties. Some of them lived on 

^ Tlir a/guiiiciit is /uUlu!i dcvrlujH'd in djc* Tostscnpl to diis volume. 



322 


THE PROPHET OUTCAST 


mere crumbs, and not the best ones, from Trotsky’s rich table; 
and they gained a reputation for originality by serving these 
up in their own brands of sauce. James Rurnliam, a Trotskyist 
in tlie ninete('n-thii ti(^s, based his Managerial Revolution on a 
few fragnuujts of 'JVotsky's theory torn out of context.’ The 
Revolution Betrayed re-echoes througli th(‘ early writings of 
Ignazio Silone and Arthur Koestler. Cxcorgc Orwell was 
strongly iiiijnavssed Iw it. ’I’he hagineiits of 'I’I k* Rook’, which 
lak(‘ u]) so many pages in liis /go./ were intended to ])aia- 
j)h ias(‘ 1 he Revolution Betrayed just as Emmanuel Goldstein, 
Rig Rrother’s enigjnatie antagonist, is modelled on d'rotsky. 
And last but not least, in the ninet(‘en-forties, and nineteen- 
fifties, many of the intellectually ambitious ‘Sovietologists’ 
and propagandists of tlu' cold war drc'w, directly or indirectly, 
their argunu iits and catch phrases from this source.^ 

Despite the. adventitious use mad(‘ of it. The Revolution 
Betrayed lemains a classic of Marxist literature. Rut this is 
Trotsky’s ]nost clifTicult book; and only the reader who ap- 
proaches it with discrimination, without accepting or rejecting 
it in toto, can l)enctit from it. Goethe once said of Lessing that, 
being the grcxitest thinker of his gentaation, his influence on 
contcmporari(‘s was only slight and pailly even harmful, 
because only an intelligence equal to Lessing’s could absorb 
the full com])lexity of his thought; he tlu rcforc swayed the 
mind ol* Germany only indirectly and posthumously. This is 
also true of the author of The Revolution Bebayed, and accounts 
for the distorted and distorting influence of this book in the 
West. In our time, however, its ideas are already in tht' air in 
the U.S.S.R., where 'Erolsky’s writings are still banned, d’he 
Soviet jourdains who lunvadays unknowingly speak his prose 
are legion: they are to he found in universities, factoiies, liter- 
ary clubs, Komsomol cadis, and ewen iji the* luling circles. To 
give only a few random illustrations: Trotsky’s verdict that the 
Stalin era ‘will go down in the liistoiy of artistic cieation pre- 

J Sc(' fill tii( r, jip 471 f,. 

“ la H)(>i :ni AnKMicaii ( javt-ninuMil y taaui'hl oul a jjaniplilc’t imdci the 

title 'The Rcvuluiioyt Jirirqycd, the ])ii!ji<)s« ol vhi^ li A\as to jiistil^ tlu* American 
campaign against (Ultra. I’lu* man wIkjih th • Slate Depaitnunt, the Pentagon, 
ex-owners of C'.nban sugar plantations, ami some Radicals’ diaiounced as traitor 
to the revolution was Fidel Clastro. An Arnerir; n sponsored invasion otCUiba aimed 
prc'snmabK at icsioimg to tin. (Uibaii ic\oIliI on its pii.stine jiiirily. 
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eminently as an epoch of mediocrities, laureates, and toadies’ 
has come to be generally accepted. Who does not now agree 
with liim that under Stalinism ‘the liteiary schools were 
strangled one aitei the* other’ and that 

Tlie procc'ss of c‘xt('riiii nation look place in all ideological spheres, 
and it took place more' decisixely since it xvas nioic than half 
unconscious. The ijrcscait l uliug slj atnin considcis itself called not 
onl)' to control spiritual cnalion j^olilically, hut also to j)r(‘scril)e 
its roads of (h vck'pnicnt. d’lu nu ihod of coininand-xv ilhout-appeal 
cxtcjids in lik(' incasnic to th<‘ concent! ation cam])s, to scien- 
tific agriciiltin c, and to music. The ceiitial (ugan of the party 
piints an()llynlou^ diicclixc cditoiiaK having llu' character of 
military orders, in ai ( hiuctin e, liUaatinc. drain.ilic aits, the ballet, 
to say nothing of ])hiloso])hy, natural science, and history. The 
bur('aiicracy suj^ersiitiously h'ais xvhatexc j d(>es uoi scave it diiectly, 
as well as whatevc'i it does not undei stand. ^ 

If fortunately not all of this is any long(‘r tru(‘, much of it 
still is; and .is critic of the legacT of Stalinism the dead Ti’Otsky 
still sjieaks more jioxx m fully than all lh(‘ living ‘de-St alinizers’ : 

The ,s('hool and ih(' social life ol the smdc nt are saturated with 
formalism and hypoeiisx. fhe childun have* learned to sit through 
innunK'iahk. deadl) dull mcaaings, with thcii incvitahlc honorary 
presidium, tlu'ir c hants in honoui c^f the deai Ic^adeis, their pre- 
digested debates in which, (|nitc in the inaiiiic'r of their elders, they 
say one thing and think another. . . . 'flK* more tlioughtful teachers 
and children’s writcas. in spile of tlu' enforced ojitimisin, camnot 
always concc'al thc'ir horroi in the presence cjl'this sjiirit of repression, 
falsity, and hc^redom. . . . Independe nt charac ter, like' indc'peiidcnt 
thought, eaniiot develop without eiitieisin. I’he Sovie‘1 youth, 
howeve'r, ar(‘ simply denied tlx* elementaiy opportunity to ext hangc 
thoughts, make mistakes, and try out and eoircct mislakt's, their 
own as well as olluMsh All e|uestions . . . ai(‘ dccide'd foi tliem. 
Tlu'iisonly to eairv out the derision and sing ihe glory of those* who 
made it. . . . This explains the fact th.it out of the millions upon 
millions of commnnisl youth there has not emt'iged a single major 
figin e. 

In tin owing themselves into enginc'cring, science, literature, 
sport, or chess jilaying, the young people areg so to sjieak, winning 
their spins foi I'utnre grt'al action. In all these* spheres they compete 
with the badly pit pan'd older generation, and often {*qnal and beat 


1 T’roiskv. I Jip Revolution RelrnyefL p. 173. 
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them. But at every contact with politics they burn their fingers. 


And how alive still is the prophetic anger, faith, and vision 
whirl] iusj)ired words like these: ^ 

. . , tlic artnal (■stal)lislimrnt of a socialisi society can and will he 
acliK v('d, not hy these humiliating measures of a backward capital- 
ism, to whicli tlu' Soviet government is resorting, hut ])y methods 
more w^rrthy ofa liheiated humanity - and above all not under the 
whip i)i a l)ur(Mucracy. I’or this very whip is the most disgusting 
inheiitance f)f tlu' old world. It will liavt' t(^ h(’ hrolaai into pieces 
and ljui’iH’d at a puhlit' bonfire before* one ran spe'ak oi' socialism 
U'itliont a blush of shame. 


Th(‘ months during which Trotsky wrote The Revolution 
Betrayed were, despite intense work, it respite. Life at Vcxhall 
was uneventful and tranquil. The daily loutine was rarely 
interrupted for visitors or for an outing in th(‘ bare and rocky 
countryside to the north. Once a week the Trotskys and 
Knudsens w^ent to the cinema at Honnefoss to view^ an old and 
faded American film. So well did I’rotsky j)rogress wntli his work 
that, having concluded The Revolution Betrayed^ he looked for- 
ward to taking up the Lenin at once. lie had found, so it 
seemed, the security of a real asylum at last. Yet now and then 
a small cloud showed itself. Elirtions were due in the autumn; 
and already in the summer a small pro-Nazi party, the 
National Sammling, had begun to attack the government for 
jeopardizing peace and prosperity by haibouring Trotsky. 
The party’s leader was Major Cluisling, who a few^ years later, 
under Get man occupation, was to become head of a puppet 
government, and whose name tlien became the by-w^ord for 
‘collaboration’ with the occupant. At this time', however, his 
following W'US small and it belonged to the lunatic fringe; 
little notice was therefore taken. More distinbing were the 
attacks of Arbeidereiu the communist pa].:)cr. Although it too 
had fe^v readers, it voiced the views of the Soviet Embassy, 
wdien it charged Irotsky with using Norw^ay as ‘a base for 
terroristic' activities directed against the Sewiet Union and its 
leaders, above all against the greatest leader of the world pro- 
letariat in our time - Stalin. . . ‘How long’, the paper asked, 

1 <^p. cit., p. I2f,. 
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‘will the Norwegian workers tolerate this? What has the 
Central Bureau of the Norwegian Labour Party to say? What 
has the Norwegian Government to say?" This was the first 
time it was alleged that Trotsky ‘was using Norway as a base 
for terroristic activities' the charge was (o be taken up by 
Vyshinsky a few months later. 

The Labour party firmly rejected thc‘ allegation. ‘What is 
the purpose of this.^' Schoflle replic'd. 'To make the Nor- 
wegian work(TS believe a lie . . . and to compel the Labour 
government to place Trotsky under arrest? Well, gentlemen, 
neither will happen. You will not so easily make fools cither of 
Norwegian workers or of the NoiAvegian Labour govern- 
ment. . . Other s})(>kesmen for tlu‘ ])arly in office replied in 
the same vein.^ 

Norwegian |jolicc‘ nevertheless kept Trotsky under 
suiveillance and re gularly reportexl not only their own findings 
but com inunieat ions received fiom tli(‘ Belgian and the French 
police* to the* Minister of Justii:e. A Sheiloe k Holmes in Brussels 
had discewered that Trotsky was the ae tual inspirer and leader 
of the I'Vmrth Inte rnational; and at Oslo pedice headquarters 
cautious minds incjuired wlietlier that disqui(*ting piece of 
information was ee)rrect. The French police ce)n firmed it and 
expressed concern o\er the comings and goings of Trotsky’s 
secretaries, all agents of the Fourtli International. The Nor- 
wegian Ministers ce)uld only be amused by^ this feat of detec- 
tion — a little earlier they themselves, or some among them, 
might even have been inclined to join the subversive* organi- 
zation. All the same, to appease his police, the Minister of 
Justice ordered the deportation of Jan Jh aenkel, one of IVot- 
sky\s secrctai'ie's. His place, however, was soon taken by 
Erwan Wolf, wdao stayed at \Y*xhall for about a year unmolested 
and married Knudseifs daughter. To avoid needless iiiitation, 
Irotsky asked his followx'rs to delete his name frojn the list of 
the ‘International Exeeuti\e' of their organization; and he 
published articles on internal Trotskyist affairs anonymously 
or urrder a ])en-riam(*.2 He refused to give interviews to 

^ AtbcHk)nu iL’ l)c‘((niil)fi .nid Socrlmukt^ iC lXccn]l)L‘r 19[C'3- 

“ ‘(liLiv’ was tlic pcu-nanic Truiskv used most oJtrn at tins lime, lie also con- 
ducted part of his coricspondcncc \Mlh Ins adhciruls iii J'^aris and Ainstcidarn in 
code. The key to the code is preserved in '1 he Ar(}uve\^ C Hosed Section. See also 
Krog, op. eit., pp. 245-6 
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foreign newspii])crs. And so scrupulously did he avoid even the 
sliglilc'st involvement in Norwegian politics that when Knudsen, 
who stood Ibr Parliament, invited him to attend his election 
meclings as spectator, 'J'rotsky refused; he used to accompany 
Kruidsen and wait for liim outside, in his ear, until the meeting 
was overJ 'J'he polic(‘ dutifully reported to the Minister that 
Tjotsky's l)('havionr uas in tins res})ect in eproachabh'. ‘We 
kne w, of course, that Tiotsky continued to write liis com- 
mentaries on international affairs', says Koht, the Imreign 
Minister, 'but we considered it our duty to respt'ct his light 
to do so und('r the democratic piinciple of asylum/^ llu' 
government Avas so satisfied tliat it twice ]:)ro]onged dVotsky's 
residence pei mit automatically, witliout raising any cjuestion. 

Nev(‘i th('less, wiien in tli(‘ snmniei of 1936 Koht went on a 
mission to Moscow and was ostentatiously feted tluac', dVotsky 
av\/ait(‘d his return w ith misgivings, 'dliey are bargaining over 
my h(*ad in th(‘ Kremlin’, h(' s«ud to Knudsen. ‘Do you believe', 
Knudseii asked with shocketl incredulit), ‘that we, the Nor- 
w'cgiaii Laboui paity, aie ready to sell your head?’ ‘No', 
Trotsky replied, spaidng tlu’ I'eelings ol his host, ‘but I b(‘liev(‘ 
that Stalin is ri'ady to buy it.'**^ Aci'ording to Koht himself, 
he had gone to Moscow' onl\ on a couitesy \'isit: having pre- 
viously been in Warsaw as guest of th(‘ JV)lish (xovianment, 
he had been anxious to avoid giving Moscow^ the impression 
that he had ‘ganged up’ witii tin* rf)les. During his visit, he 
says, the question of d rotsky’s asylum was never raised-- only 
once in Geneva, at a session of the League of Nations, had 
Litvinov blandly alluded to it in a piivate talk."^ Koht’s testi- 
mony may w^dl be ai'( epted : Stalin would haidly Jiava* bar- 
gained (jver d'rotsky’s luxid with Kolit, a gcaitle and somewdiat 
unworldly scholai -dijilomat— for that Ik' had to lind a much 
tougher character. 

d'rotsky's suspicion a.rose out of tlii' stu]3endous grow th of 


^ '['his IS Kmuiscii’.s ac(()iiiil givon to nu\ 

- Proirssor Koht made tins stalc-mejil early m and lie em])hnli( allN 

repealed il to me dm mg my visit in Oslo lu i<)5h. 

^ Tiotskv, Stalin's Va brccJini : The CVor oj Lean Irvtsh w p. Kfmdseij\s stalc- 
meiit to th(' writer. 

** Tliis IS liow Kolit explained his moti\es to me (adding that he had long 
been in eontaet with Moscow’s academic ciielcs m connexion w^itli his reseaich on 
the early history of Rnsso-Norwegian relations). 
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the anti-Trotskyist terror in the Soviet Union. He had recently 
received first-hand accounts about this from three followers 
who had come straight from Soviet prisons and concentration 
camps. They weve: A. Tarov, a l^ussian workci' and old 
Bolshevik; Anton Ciliga, former meinlier ofllie Politbureau of 
the Yugoslav Communist paily; and \dc'tor Serge, to whose 
role in the Russian Op])osition we have hecjiiently referred.^ 
Serge owed his fuM^dom to Romedn Rolland's ptasonal inter- 
vemtion witli Stalin; Ciliga was i(‘leased at the instance of 
W('St(M'n European fiicaids; ajid Tarov had secretly cr(rss(‘d the 
Irontieu'. Tarov 11‘lated that, im]n('ss(‘d bv tlie 1 isc of Nazism, 
he had been re'ady make* his |)eaee with Stalinism and had 
negoti<\ted with tlu' (i.P.Eb ov(m th(‘ terms ot'his ca])itulation. 
T 3 o you agr('(‘ or do you not’, they .eda cl him, ‘that Trotsky 
is the chi(‘['of the vanguard of bom geC)is ('ountcr-re\'olulion ?’ 
This \\as th(‘ i'oimula the capitulatois weae now^ required to 
acce]:)t. Tarov re^jdiecl that to his iniiid ‘dTotsky is the man 
most devoted to the' cause of the ^vorld proltUariat, an un- 
flinching 1 evolutional’)', whom I consieha’ my friend and com- 
rade in a ('oinnion caused. 'Ehrougliout many a night he was 
int(n'r(’)gated and jwessed to naiounee' 'I’lotsky ; but h(‘ could not 
bring himself to do that.^*^ 

All tlir(‘e ch'sciibed the new, eataclysiuic viohmcc of the 
terror: the huge (oiiceaitration camps set up all oven* the 
U.S.S.R.; the pitil (ss brutalit)^ widi which the' imuat(*s w("rc 
being treated since' Kirov’s assassin. Uion ; and the torture and 
deceit by which the (bP.U. extracte'd ‘confessions’. lor all the 
severitv of' his critiei ins of Stalin, 'i’lotsky had not be'eii lully 
aware how fai things had gone'. lake* an\^ ])olitieal e'lnigre, he 
had to some' e'xtent ]ne's<'iv('d the* image of his eounti) as he 
liad knowai it, w^he'U the* le'iioi had been niuch narieiue-r in 
scope and niildea, I’he new .K eeamits buiel Andie' Cnde' s Just 
])ub]ishe'd Ixe/oin dr rV.R.S.S.) lille'el him with shame and 

1 The Ail hives, Clloscd Section. 'I’aiov’s ‘LctUa of an l’X( aped liolslu'vik-l .rninisC 
appeared m B.O., no. 45, ip'Pj- CliJjs,^a’.s account of die Slalimst tenor is in B.O., 
nos. 47, .gk .19. Victor SeI^e^ 'Open t.ctler to Andre (nde’, cv]iosin^ tlu Stalinist 
rei>ijnc to Cidc, who was then still lavoiir.iblv dispos<-d towards Stalin, a])jK;arcd 
in B.O., no. 51, 19:50. 'riicse issues ol the BO. ront.nned an abtindanc e of fresh 
inforination from tlu‘ LI.S S.R. Se«* ;dso the c 01 lespoiuh nc e bi'lween Lvo\'a and 
Serge of April i()yb in 'I he Anhwes., 1 :ios(‘d Sei lion. 

“ I’arov, lor. eit. 
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anger, and confirmed him in his determination to renounce all 
'reformist illusions’, and to give the sharpest possible expression 
to his break with the Comintern. 

"J1ies(' reports, it should be added, left hardly any ray of 
hope for the Oj)position, for while they dwelt on the depravity 
of the lading grouj) and the hatred and conternjit which sur- 
loiindcd it, th('y described also, in the grimmest terms, the total 
dispersal and impotence of the Opposition.^ It must have 
been only a bitter c onsolation for Trotsky to learn how people 
like larov still defended his honour in the dungeons and 
prison camps, d’hese pec^plc appeared to be the last Mohicans 
of the Opposition. Yet, before the end of 1935, fresh mass 
expulsions from the party were announced. On 30 December, 
Khrushchev, then Secretary of the Moscow Committee, 
stated that in the capital alone 10,000 members had been 
expelled; from Leningrad Zhdanov reported the ex])ulsion of 
7,000. All over the country at least ^10,000 people had been 
deprived of membership; many more had bc'en expcdled from 
the Komsomol; and most were branded as Trotskyists and Zino- 
vievists. Even if only one-half or one-third of this mass had 
been genuine oppositionists, tin ir numbers would have been far 
greater than the 4 6,000 who had put their signatures to the 
Platform of the Joint Oppositiem in 1927.^ Was this a new tide? 
Trotsky wondered; and, d(^s]}ite Serge's and Ciliga's de- 
pressing accounts, he struck an optimistic note: 

. . . under the influence of tlie Stalinist press and its agents (of 
the type of J^ouis Fischei and his like) not merely our enemies but 
many of cmi friends in the West without noticing it liave become 
accustomed to tliinking tliat if Bolshevik-Leninists still exist in the 
U.S.S.R., tlu'v do so only as hard laljour convicts. No, this is not 
so! It is impossible' to eradicate llu* Maixisi j^rogramme and a great 
revolutionai y tradition by police methods. . . . If not as a doctrine 
then as a mood, a tradition, and a banner, our movement has now 
a mass chaiactci in the U.S.S.R. and is ('vidcnlly absorbing new 
and fresh forces. Among the 10 to 20,000 ‘Trotskyists’ c'xpc lled in 

1 Ciliga presently came out with a hill-scale description of the situation in his 
book, Au pays du grand mensonge. Serge in his correspondence with Lyova also 
described the disintegration of the Opposition. Suclt, according to the old El/in, 
an eminent Trotskyist (whom Serge quoted), was tlie disarray that ‘no tw'o com- 
rades can be found to hold the same \'iew — what unites us is the G.P.U.’ 

“ The Prophet Unarmed ^ p. 370. 
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the, last months there are no more than a few tens, perhaps a fe^v 
hundreds ... of men of the older generation, oppositionists of the 
1923-8 vintages. The mass is made up of new recruits. ... It can be 
said witli confidence that in spite of thirteen years of baiting, 
slander, and persecution, unsurpassed in wickedness and savagery, 
in spite of capitulations and defections, nio?*(‘ dangerous thcin 
persecution, the Fourth International ])ossess('< already today its 
strongest, most nuiTicroiis, and most liardcncd branch in the 

U.S.S.R.i 

This seemed to ( oiilradict 'IVotsky’s earlici' resigned state- 
ments that no revolutionary initiative* could be ex])('ctcd from 
the Soviet Union, e ven from his followers. As a 'mood, tradi- 
tion, and banner’’ ev en if not as an o{ o-aniz(*d })arly, Trotsky- 
ism was still as alive as ever. And lic^lh Stalin and Trotsky 
knew that in favourable eirciimstaiua's hi mood and a tradi- 
tion’ could easily cohere into a party. Stalin was therefore 
preparing his hnal onslaught on d’rotskyism. Meanwhile, in 
the spring and (*<triv summ(‘r of 1936, tlii'ie was still an uneasy 
lull. 

In western Europe this was the lu'y-day ol' the Popular 
Front. The parties of the Popular Fiont had gaiiu'd an over- 
whelming electoral victory in Franci*; and this encouraged 
the workers to raise demands, join Irude unions by llic million, 
occupy factories, and stage nationwide strikes and demonstra- 
tions. The French revolution has begun’, I’rotsky proclaimed 
in the title of an article he wrote for the Ameriean Nation. 
(The conservative Lc Temps spoke of "les grandes maimiivres de 
la rholiition.) He pointed to the collapse of the French (*eonomy, 
the sharpening of all class antagonisms, llie panic in the 
possessing classes and their parties, and tlie impetus of the 
mass moveuK'nt. The whole working class lias begun to move. 
This gigantic mass will not be halted by words. The stiiigglc is 
bound to end cither with supreme victoiy or with th(‘ most 
terrible of defivits.” dlie leaders of tlie l^ipular k'rout courted 
defeat; they did what they could to subdue the energy and 
the sclf-confideiK’c of the woikers and to reassure the bour- 
geoisie. ‘The Socialists and Communists had been working 
with all their stre-ngth for a Ministry headed by Hcu'riot, at the 
worst by Daladier. What hav(* the* muss(*s doin*? They have 

^ li.O., no. .jO, 193G. 
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imposed on them Blum’s Ministry. Does this not amount to a 
direct vote against the policy of the Popular Front?’ For the 
tim(' being counter-revolution lay low, waiting for the storm 
to ])low ov(‘r and preparing a ('omeback. 'It would be frivolous 
to mairilain tliat its calculations arc groundless. With the help 
of Blum, Jouhaux, and Cachin, the counter-revolution may 
yet aciii(‘ve its ])urpos<\’ For years the (Jonimunist party had 
( lamoured Les SoricLs pnrtoul; but Jiow, when it was time to 
pass from ^volds to (h'cds, to rally and arm the woikc rs, and 
to form Workers’ C'ouncils, it declared the slogan to be bm- 
tinu'Iy’. He also addr('ss(‘d this warning to his own followers: 
'd’h(‘ party or grou]) which cannot find a foothold in the present 
strike' movement and ('stablish solid tics ^^ith the embattled 
\vorkers is not wairthy of tin* name of a revolutionary organi- 
zation.’ Not for the hjst and not for tin* last tinu' his folloAveis 
were unable to find the Toot hold’. 


On 4 August, having just mailed to his publishers his 
Preface to The Revohttion Behayed^ 'frotsky left with Knudsen 
for a holiday, which tlu'y inti nded to spend on a wdld and de- 
serted little island in a southern fjord. TIk'v travelU'd by car 
and on th(' way Knudsen noticed that a lew men, w'hom he 
recognized as Quisling’s adherents, were pursuing them. At 
a ferry, howe\'(‘r, he managed to put th('m olT the track; and 
pleased with this, he and 'JVotsky crossed the fjord, reached 
the island and st'ttled dowai for the night in a fisherman’s hut. 

Next morning they were aiouscd by an urg(‘nt message' 
fiom Vexhall. During the night Quisling’s follenveis, dis- 
guisc'd as ])o]i('('ju('n, had broken intf) Kmidse'ii's houst^ and, 
claiming that (hey had orde'is to carry out a s('ai(‘h, had tried 
to fmx'c their way into 'J'rotsky’s rooms. Knudsen’s daughter, 
suspecting a liaud, resisted them, while hei brother alarmed 
neighbours. The intruders fled, having seized only a few' sheets 
of typescri])t fiom a tal)le. A])prehended Iw the jiolice, they 
declared that they had planned to break into the' house during 
I’rotsky’s absence, and that, having tapped Knudsen’s tele- 
phone, they had known w’he'ii he and Trotsky w^ould be away. 
There was no question them of any attempt on Trotsky’s life. 
Their purpose \vas to obtain evidence of Trotsky’s political 
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activity and of his transgression against the terms of his 
residence in Norway, evidence which Qiiisling’s party intended 
to use in the elections. The intiuders claimed that they had 
achieved their purpose. 

The incident seemed ludicrous. Trotsky was sure that 
Quisling’s men could not possibly have obtaiiu'd proof of a 
transgression he had not eommitted. Nor could they have 
seized anything of importance from liis ai chives, which 
Knudsen had, as a precaution, placed in a bank safe bcTore 
the departure. And so, after a monnait of excitement, he and 
Knudsen WT-nt back to climbing tin' rocks and to lisliing. A 
week late], on 13 or 14 August, a small aircraft kmded on the 
island; and from it emiaged tlie ehic'forthe Norwc'gian criminal 
police. He had couk' on 'ITygve Li(‘N orcU rs to inteirogatc 
'J’rotsky in ecmiK'xion A\ith th(' fortluoming trial of Quisling’s 
men. The qiu'slioiis coneei'nc‘d tlu' pajXM.s the latter had 
seized at Knudseii's house, a eoj)y ol 'I’rotsky’s private letter 
to a freiieh follower and his artieh' 'fin' Fn^jieh r('vohition 
lias l)cgun’, to which we havt' just leli rn'd. U'rotsky answered 
all questions ])ut to Jiim; and tin* police' odieer left to tell the 
Press that he had found the Nazi charges ag.iinst Trotsky 
absolutely grouiullc'ss. ' 

EaiK next nioi'uing Knudsc'ii liste'ued as usual t<) the news. 
The reception was iiidistiiut: theri' was no eh'Ctrieity on the 
island, and h(‘ liad only a small poitabh' wireless set. But what 
he heard was cnougli to send him bieathless to Trotsky; 
Moscow' had just announced that Zinoviev, Kamenc'v, and 
fourtc'cn other defendants w^ould piesently stand trial, charged 
w'ith treason, conspiracy, and attempts at the assassination of 
Stalin. A long indictment was then broacK ast which branded 
Trotsky as tlu ir chic'f abc'ttoi . Knudsen was not sure of the 
details, but he had no doubt that Zinoviev and Kamenev 
W'cre accused of terrorism and also c)f collusion with the 
Gestapo. Trotsky w as dumbfoundc'd. ‘Ten 01 ism 'i ei 1 orism 
he kept on repeating. ‘Well, I can still understand this elrirge. 
But Gesta])o:’ Did tlicy say (h'stapo? An* you sure of' this?’ 
he asked in amazement. ‘Yes, this is what tliiw saief, Knudsen 
confiriiK'd. Later in the day thc'y h arned that the indictment 

^ Trotsky, Stalinas VerhreJu'n \ Kroi^, up. (it.' I he Ardiives, slatcninils Ly Kiiudhcri 
and various ofTuial Norwegian j)crsoiialitif-s 
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also claimed that it was from Norway that Trotsky was des- 
patching terrorists and assassins to the Soviet Union. They 
felt as if the rocks of the tranquil island had suddenly errupted 
with flanus and lava. They rushed back to Vexhall. 

On the same day, 15 August, Trotsky refuted the charges, 
d(‘srribjng them to the Press as Hhe gi'catcst forgery in the 
^voI](l^s political history’. ‘Stalin is staging this trial in order 
to suj^press discontent and opposition. The ruling bureau- 
cracy treats eveay criticism and every form of opposition as 
conspiiacy.’ The charge tliat he was using Norway as a base for 
terroristic activity, he said, was designed to rob him of asylum 
and of the possibility of defending himself. T emphatically 
assert that since 1 have l)een in Norway I have had no con- 
nexion with the Soviet Union. I have not received here even 
a single letter from there, nor have I written to anyone either 
directly or through other ])ers()ns. My wife and I have not 
been able to exchange even a single line with our son, who was 
employed as a scientist and has had no political coniK'xion 
with us whatsoever.’ He pro])()sed that the Norwegian Govern- 
ment should investigate the' charges he was ready to place 
before it all relevant i)apers and materials. And he also 
appealed to the labour organizations of all countries for an 
impartial and intc'rnational Gommission of Inquiry.^ 

Thus the culmination of the terror, which he had so many 
times predicted, had come. It w^as more hideous and more 
menacing than anything lu' had foreseen. His ears once again 
glued to the wireless s^'t, he listened, from 19 to 24 August, to 
the accounts of the trial. Horn by hour he absorbed its horror, 
as prosecutor, judges, and defendants acted out a spectacle, so 
hallucinatory in its masochism and sadism that it seemed to 
surpass human imagination. It was clear from the outset that 
the heads of the sixtt'cn defendants wt're at stake, and with them 
the heads of Trotsky and Lyova. (In tlic indictment Lyova 
figured as his father's chief assistant.) As tin' proceedings went 
on, it became obvious that the trial could only be the prelude 
to the dc'striiction of an ejitirc' generation of rev'olutionaries. 
But worst of all was the mamn r in Avhlch iht' defendants were 
dragged tluough tin* mud, and made, to crawl to their death 
amid iinh'scribably nauseating denunciations and self-de- 
1 Quoted from the originals m i he An hives. 
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nunciations. Compared with this all the nightmares of the 
French Revolution, the tumbrils, the guillotine, and the 
Jacobins’ fratricidal struggles, looked now like a drama of 
almost sob(‘r and solemn dignity. Rol)(\spien'c had put his 
adversaries in the clock amid thieves and h lons and had loaded 
them with fantastic accusations: but lie had nut prevented 
them from defending their honom* and cluing as fighters. 
Danton was at least free to c*xclaiin: \\[\rv me it will be your 
turn, Robespierre!’ Stalin hurled his l)iuls(ai adversaries to 
unfathomable depths cd' seir-lminilialion. Ih^ made the leaders 
and think(‘]‘s of Bolshevism behave* like (lie \\ retclu'd medieval 
women who had to redate to the Jiupaisiliun eveiy act of their 
witchcraft and every detail of theii (Uhauclnny with the 
Devil. Here, for instance, is Vyshinskv's dialogue' vv ith Kam- 
enev, conducted in the hearing of the wliole world: 

Vyshimky : What appraisal should be i^iven to the articles and 
statcmicaits you wrote in wliich you express(‘d lovaltv to the 
Party:* Was this d('ee])ti()n? 

Kamenev: No, it was woise than dc'ceptioii. 

Vyshinsky : Pc-rfidy ? 

Kamenev: W(jise than that. 

Vyshinsky: than dcc"<'})tlon, woisr ilian pc'ifidy * Then find 

the word for it. Was it tieason;* 

Kamenev: Wai have I'ouiid th<' woid. 

Vyshinsky: Defendant Zinoviev, do y<ui (onfuin this? 

Zinoviev: Yes. 

Vyshinsky: Treason? Perfidy? Double-dealiiiL; 

Zinoviev: Yes. 


And this was how Kamenev wound up Ijis mca culpa: 

Twice my life was span'cl, but ihi'ie is a limit to everything, 
there is a limit to the magnanimity of the proletariat, and that 
limit we have reached. . . . We are sitting hi're side by side* witli 
the agents of foreign secret police departments. Our weapons 
w^cre the same, our arms became lulertwiiK'd, before our fate 
became intertwined heie, in this dock. We hav(' si'ived fascism, we 
have organized couiitcr-i evolution against socialism. Such has been 
the path we took, and such is the pit of eontempti])le treachery 
into which we have fallen.^ 


^ Sudehnyi Olchet (>o Delu '1 rotskhtknvo-y^movievdnim TcrrnrUtskuvo T\entrti, tlic 
tjuotations arf* ftom llic offinal English version of the |n<u cedings, f)]). Oh, 1O9 70. 
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Zinoviev followed; 

T am iCiiilty of haviii.i^ been organizer, second only lo Trotsky, 
ofTlie 'fiotskyist-ZiiiovievisL blf)r, which set itself th(! aim ofassassi- 
natiiiL^ Slalin, Voioshilov, and oilier leaders. ... I ph'ad guilty 
to liaviug ])(‘eii tlie piiiicipal oigani/a‘r of the assassination of Kirov, 
We (iiUicd into an allianet* witli Tiotsky. My defective Bol- 
slievjsin hecanK' tiansfoimed into anti-Bolshev’ism and through 
Tjotsk\isin 1 anived at fascism, trotskyism is a varlets of fasc'ism, 
and /inovievi^in is a vaiiety of Tiotskyisrn.^ 

Ivan Smirnov, who had defeated Kolchak in the civil 
war and had sat by Trotsky's sid(‘ on the Revolutionary Military 
Council, stated: 

There is no other path for oui country l)ut the one that it is now 
treading; and there is not, nor ran there b(‘, any other leacltaship 
than that whieli liistory has given us. Trotsky, who sends directions 
and instructions on terrorism and legaids our state as a fascist 
slat!', is an caiemy. Ide is on the other side of the barricade.- 

Mrachkovsky, another one of 'I'rotsky's old companions and 
also a hero of the civil war, said: 

Wliy did 1 take the C()un(<‘i-revolulionaiy jiath My con- 
nexion with d’rotsky lirougbt me to this, loom the time 1 mad(‘ that 
connexion 1 tx'gan to deceive lh(‘ parly, to deia iv'e its h*aders.‘^ 

Bakayev, the intrepid ehiel'of tin* Leningiad C!heka during 
the civil war aird leader ol' tlie OppositioiTs demonsti ations in 
1927, confessed: 

The facts revealed bi^l'orc tlris court sliow to tire whoh' world that 
the oi'gairizei' of this . . . connler-revolntionary tenor ist bloc, its 
moving s])iiit, is Trotsky. ... I have slaked my ht'ad over emd over 
agairr in llu' interests of Ziirovicv and Kamenev. J am deeply 
oppross(‘d by the thought that 1 became an oliedient tool in their 
hands, an agent of connter-re\ olution, and tiiat I raised my arm 
against Stalin.'^ 

For hours, Vyshinsky, the ex-Menslievik who had climbed 
on the Bolshevik band-wagon well after the civil war, and was 
now Prosecutor-General, fumed and raged in a deliberate 
affeetalion of hysteria: 

iQp. cil., I). 170. ‘“Op. cit., pp. 171-2. '’Op. cil., p. 165. ^ Op. cit., p. 1G8. 
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These mad dogs of capitalism tried to tear limb from limb the 
best of the best of our Soviet land. They killed one of the men of 
the revolution who was most dear to us, that admirable and 
wonderful man, bright and joyous as the smile on his lips was always 
bright and joyous, as our new life is bright and joyous. They killed 
our Kirov, they wounded us clos(‘ to our veiv heait. . . . The 
enemy is cunning, a euiming enemy must not be s])ared. . . . Our 
whole people is quivering with indignation; and on bedialf of the 
Stale IVosceution I am joining my aiigiy and indignant voice to 
the l umbling voices of millions. ... I (hunand that dogs gone mad 
should be shot, evei\ one ofthem!^ 

Alter live days (ilh'd with coaise vitupeuation and obscene 
insults, days dining which the prosecution had not submitted 
a single piece of evidence, the court pionounced a verdict 
condemning all defend<ints to death and (“oneduding that: 

Lev ]3avidovi('h Trotsky and his son I (U’ Lvovi('h Sedov . . . 
convicted ... as having directly ])ie]>ared .uid })ers()nally directed 
tlie organization in tht' LJ.S.S.R. of terroiislic acts . . . are subject, 
in the eva nl (»f their being discovered on i1h‘ t( ii itory ofthe U.S.S.R., 
to immediate arrest and tJ'ial by the Military Golh'gium of the 
Supreme Court ofthe U.S.S.R.^ 

Staliti had limed llie trial to he slag( d just alt(‘r Hitler’s 
march into the Rhineland and sliorlly after the Popular 
Front liad iiinned its govei nin(*iit in Juanee. In doing so he 
blackmailed the labour movement and tlie left intelligentsia 
of the West, who looked to him as theii- ally against Hitler. He 
threatened in elfeet that if there v\ei(‘ any protests against his 
purges, he would retaliate by breaking up the Popular Front 
and Icavijig western Idrope alone to fact' llu' Third Reich. He 
was assisted in liis purpose by the sombre irrationality of the 
trial, whicli eonfounded people who might havi' raised their 
voices against an infamy^ they nudiustood, but wen‘ utterly 
reluctant to protc'st against a dark and bloody mystery and 
thereby to become involved in it. 

Oppr (‘ssive though tlie trial and (he executions were, they 
aroused in Ttolsky all his lighting spirit. He was detei mined 
to meet the eliallenge with all the concentrated power and 
conlidenec' with which lie had once directed the first batik's of 


1 Oj). cit., |)p. uo, 1G4. 


“ op. ciL.j p. iiJu. 
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the civil war. He had been the chief defendant in the Zinoviev- 
Kainenev trial; and he knew that there would be further 
trials, in which he Avould be made to bear an ever heavier 
load of ever more stupendous accusations. He fought for his 
head and JiojuMir, for his surviving childi en, and for the dignity 
of all iIk* doomed old Holslu'viks who could not defend them- 
sclv('s. Ill' siiowcd uj) coiili adictioiis and absuiditics with which 
the tjial v\as liddlcd. He strained evi'ry ni'ive to cx])ose its 
falsehood and to shatU'r its mystery. He knew that lie stood 
alone against Stalin’s huge power and the legions of propa- 
gandists who Slaved it. But at least he was free to speak and 
organize his counteraction; and he wars determined to make the 
fullest us(* of this. On the secojid day of the trial he gave an 
exhaustive' interview' to Arheiderhladet^ which jmblishi'd it next 
day, 21 August, on the front page (under the title ‘Trotsky 
claims that Moscow's accusations are false’), and left its 
readers in no doubt aboul its syjupathy wdth Trotsky’s case. 
He prepared statinienls i(.)i Ameiiian, British, and I'Vench 
telegraph agencies and ior many reporters, wdm rushed to 
Oslo. He was in the thick of battle; and time was of its essence: 
He had to refute Stalin’s accusations before the w^orld’s amazed 
tind shocked sensitivity w^as Idunted. All that he needed w’as 
the freedom to defend himself 

Of that freedom he was suddenly and insidiously robbed; 
and those w ho robbed him of it w'ore the men who had just 
professed hiendship for him, had honoured him, and had 
prided themselves in having given him refuge. On 26 xAugust, 
a day after the end of the Moscow' trial, two senior police 
officers called on him (o tell him, on tlie orders of the Minister 
of Justice, that hi' had offended against the terms of his resi- 
dence peiinit. They asked him to sign ari undertaking that 
hencef)rth he would refiain from interfering 'directly or 
indirectly, cually and in wailing, in political (jiiestions current 
in other countiies’; and that as author he would 'strictly limit 
his activity to historical w’orks and general theoretical observa- 
tions not ditecled to\\ards any specific country’.' 'J'hc demand 
sounded like a mockery. How could he refrain from ('xpri'ssing 

1 Norwciriau Ministry of Juslirr and Polirc, Slorlm^ Report m. K), submitted by 
Mr. Trygve Lie on i 8 Febrnaiy 1937; Kiog, op. eit.; Trotsky, '"Ich fordere cm 
GerKhtwerjahun ubei t/uth!' 111 lltt Anhwcsi and Stalin’s lerbrechcn. 
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himself on ‘questions current in other countries’ now, when 
Stalin had denounced him as Hitler’s accomplice cind ring- 
leader of a gang of wreckers and assassins ? How could he con- 
fine himself to ‘theoretical observations not directed towards 
any spccihc country’? His silence v\onld only lend colour to 
all the calumny against liini which Sialiji ^^as drumming into 
the world's cars. He flatly ndhse d lo ^ion. 1 heieupon the ])olice 
put him under lioiisc arrc'st, phiccd giaiids at liis doors, and 
li^rbade liim to make any stateincnl lor j)iiblicaLion. 

Wliat accounted ibr this sudden cliangc in tin* Norwegian 
Government's attiliuk'? On 29 Auoust, Yakubovich, the 
Soviet Ambassador, delivered in Oslo a loi in.d Note demanding 
Trotsky’s expulsion. Tlie Note insishd llial Trotsky was using 
Norway as ‘the base for his conspiraev'; it invoked the verdict 
of Moscow^'s Supreme Couit; and it ended ^vi^h this slightly 
veiled thrc'at: ‘d he Soviet Goveininent w islu s to slaAe that the 
continue cl granting of asylum to Tio(sk\' . . . will . . . impair 
friendly n'lations between the II.S.S.R. and Norwxiy and will 
violate . . . iul(‘S governing inlei natiosrd intercom se.’^ I’his 
was three' days alter 'iVotsky had lx e j] placed under house 
arrest, a e ire umstance which enablexl Tr\ gve Lie to maintain 
that it was not because of Soviet iiitei \ e’niion that he* had taken 
action against Tre)tsky. How^ewer, the Soviet Ambassador had 
already asked for Tiot sky’s cxpulsie)ii a fe *w days eailier in an 
oral dimarche. ‘The: dilficulty’, says Koht, ‘in establishing the 
exact date when the' Soviet Ambassador first asked that we 
should deny Trotsky asylum arise's fjoni the fact that he did 
this in an oral communication, e)f which no record seems to 
exist. 1 w^as away fiojn Oslo at that time', touring my con- 
stituency in the far north; and at the Ministry of Fe)reign Affairs 
Trygve Lie ae'le'd as my deputy.’^ In tlie' Ambassador 

saw Trygve I/ie shortly aftcj' Aiheiderbladti Iiad published its 
inteiviewv with Trotsky about \hv Mos.ow^ trial; it is in- 
conceivable' that hr should not have ])iote‘sted against the 
publicatiejn of the inle rvie'W' in tlie j)a])ei' e^l* the ruling party 
and elemande el that I'rotskv be denied asylum. Oslej was astir 
with rumouis that lie also threatened to cm olftiadc with 

1 'i'hc Note is atiaclicd :is a/i ap]K*fidix (o llic Sfarliui' Report tw. if). Izvestya of 
30 August 193G si)okc merely ol a statement b> tlit* Soviet Ambassador. 

2 Kohl’s statement to the writer. 
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Norway; and that the shipping companies and the fishing 
industry were pressing the government not to endanger their 
intereslsal a time of slumj) and unemployment. ‘My colleagues 
in lh(’ government’, says Koht, ‘were afraid of economic 
reprisals, aJthoiigli the Russians did not say that they would 
a])j)h^ tlK'in. I did not Ix'licwe tliat th('y would lesoit to a 
eomnK'rc iai boytoU ; and I held that, in any ease, our trade 
with Russia heiilng was our main ('xport was not large 
(‘iiough lor us lo be abaid. 1 was theieforc' opposc'd to the 
j)ioposal that \\r should inteiii Tiotsky; but 1 was overiiddcm 
by my eolleagues in ihc dabiuet.’’ 

"Hie Ministcis were afraid of a bnaik with Russia and of 
losing the cleelions over this issue. And so, al though they knew 
that the all(‘gation that dVolsky was using; Noi way as a base 
for terroristic a( tivities was slu'ei humbug, and although they 
denied it in tlu li- v{'p]y to tlu‘ Soviet Not(', tlu'y^ yielded to the 
pressure. 'I'licy eould not, how(‘V(‘r, (‘xpc'l IVotsky, because no 
other country would ac((‘pt him. Nor could they hand him 
ov('r to the Soviet (lovei nne nt, which did not ask for c'xtra- 
dition, despite the fact that d’lotsky^ had dcdii'd Stalin to ask for 
it. (Such a demand WTiuld have neeessitat(‘d a hearing of the 
case before a Norwegian court; and this would have given 
Trotsky^ the opportunity to ndiite the charge's.) Afraid of 
incensing Moscow by allowing Trotsky^ to (ondiu t his del'ence 
in public, tlu‘ Ministers tla refon' decidc'd to intern him. 
Democratic (onscicaice <uid niinisteiial sedf-importauce, how- 
ever, did ni)t alknv (hem to admit that tiny wctc yielding to 
threats and that in their envu countiy they could not give 
sheltc'r to a mam of whose innoca nci' tlu y weri' c()nvinced and 
wdiose guatness they had cwtollc'd. They had thendbre to cast 
a slur upon his innocence, dluw did not darc' to take' up 
Vyshinsky's acc usations, for although they kicked the courage 
to stand u]) for the tiuth, tluy did not ha\'e the audacity to 
embrace' so big a falsehood eillu'r. They^ were small men 
capable of telling a small lie only. They decided to accuse 
Trotsky of having abused thedr confidc'uce by engaging in 
criticisms of foreign governmc'iits and by being involved w ith 
the Fourth International, although they admitted that none 
of these activities was illegal. They now^ looked for proof of 

1 Idem. 



‘enemy of the people’ 


339 


his misconduct. But where was it to be found? At Oslo's 
Court, Quisling’s men were Haunting IVoin the dock the few 
sheets of paper they had managed to siiateli at Knudsen's 
house, the copy of Tj otsky's article ' ['he hVeiieli Revolution has 
beguji'. Had he not attacked in it tlje I'lench Popular Front 
and Blum’s Ministry? Was this not an a(ii\ity 'directed against 
a friendly government'? Theie was, however, nothing clan- 
destine or illegal about it; llu' aitide had a])peared in the 
American .Nation and in two small 'Pjotskyist ]3ei'iodicals, 
Veritc and Umer Wort: and it would be imscemh for Labour 
Ministers to make use ofpapcis stohm Iroin 'Trotsky's desk by 
Quisling's nnm. The Minister of Jiistiet* had in his files the 
police repoits about 'J Volsky's lontacts wdth Ihe Tourlh Jnter- 
national. But tlie goveinnnaU had l.ikc n tliesc* contacts foi' 
grant(‘d and had slirugg(‘d olf the ])oliti^ i'e])oits as recimtly as 
June, when llu'y gladly jirolonged his n sid(nic(‘ ]>ermit. Where- 
ever th(;y tinned they could iind no lespectable motive for 
denying him asylum. 

Yet deny it they had to, even if the 1 < gal nK>tivalion w'as to 
be bungled. As the days j)assed and Moscow's wr.ilh grew 
louder and loudei, they became* nioie and more* t(*i rifled to 
see theij Lil!i[)Ulian int(*rt\sts and i ej)iilalions involved in a 
contest of giants; and tljc'v cinsed tin* hour when they had 
allowM'd die man-inountain to come into tlieii countiv. He was 
in their hands, liowevej , and they W'eie loa* to maki* him their 
prisoner. Th(‘y did this flnnblingly, a.shanu‘d of tinning into 
Stalin’s accomplices. But, to cjuotc* a Noiwegian wiiter: ‘A 
guilty conscicTice and the sense* of shanu* seldom lc*ad a wrong- 
doer to jienitence . . . he must obtain an imaginary justiheation 
of his misdeeds. And it is not unusual foi the wrongdoci' to 
come to hate his victim.' ’ And the amour pi opre of the Ministers 
had been so enormously flattered when they acted as hosts to 
‘Lenin’s closest coinjianioiT that the y grew if*‘tful and inascible 
when they became his jailers. 

On 28 August, I’rotsky appeared, und(‘r police escort, at 
the Court of Oslo to give, for a second time*, testimony in the 
case of Quisling’s men. He found himself almost at once put 
into the position of a defendant rath(‘r than of a witness. 
Quisling’s men pleadc'd that they had e\:pf^seel his VlislovaP 
^ Krog, o}>. cit , p. 220. 
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behaviour in Norway; and the presiding judge subjected him 
to close questioning. Had he during his stay in Norway engaged 
in ( ori( S]X)ncIeijre with his comrades abroad? Had he o/Tcred 
th(‘in politual guidance? Had he criticized any foreign 
govci'iiujcnt in liis article's? dhotsky answered all these questions 
in the aflii luative, although they had no legal bearing on the 
case heloTC th(' court, which was whether tlu' men in the 
dock, in disguising themselves as ])olicemen and breaking into 
Knuds(‘n\s house, had been guilty of fraud and burglary. 
'Hie judge then declared that IVotsky had, on his own showing, 
violated the terms on which he had been admitted into the 
country. IVotsky replied that he had never assumed the obli- 
gation to refrain from expressing his vie\A'S and communicating 
with his comrades; and that he \vas prepared to ]3iove there 
and then that he had not engaged in any illegal or conspiratorial 
activity. At this point the judge iriteiYupted him and ordered 
him to leave the witness stanct. 

Straight from the eointioom the p()lic(' look him to the 
Ministry of Justice, where the Minister, surrounded by olficials, 
asked him peremptorily to sign on tlu* s|)ot the I'ollowing 
statement : 

T, Leon Trotsky, declare thal 1, my wif', and my s('cretarics 
shall not engager, wliile in Noiwa\, In any j)olilieal activity din cted 
against any state* fiiendly to Norway. 1 deeku(' that I will reside at 
such place as tlic government may select oi apjjiovc . . . that I, 
my wife, and my secretaries, wall in no \\'ay . . . involve ourselves in 
political questions current either in Norway oi’ abroad . . . that my 
activities as author shall he limil(‘cl to historical works, biographies, 
and memoiis . . . that [myj . . . writings of a theoretical nature . . . 
shall not be direct('d against any government of any foreign state. 
I further agree that all mail, telegrams, tc'lephonc calls, sent or 
received by myself, rny wife, and my secretaries be censored. . . .^ 

Twenty years latci eye-witnesses of the scene still remembered 
the flashes of scorn in Trotsky’s eyes and the thunder of his 
voice as he refused to comply. How, he asked, did the Minister 
dare to submit to him so shameful a document? Did he really 
expect a man of his, Trotsky’s, record, to sign it? What the 
Minister asked of him was complete submission and renuncia- 
tion of any right to express a political opinion. Had he, 

1 Stortvig Report no. ig. 
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Trotsky, ever been prepared to accept such terms he would not 
have been in exile now and would not be dependent on 
Norway’s dubious hospitality. Did Trygve Lie believe him- 
self to be so powerful as to obtain from him ^vhat Stalin could 
never obtain? In admitting him to the country the Norwegian 
Government knew wlio h(‘ was — Ijow then dart' they ask that 
even his theoretica] writings should not he directed against 
any foreign government? Had lie ever allowed himself even 
the most trivial interference in Norw'egian affairs- -had they 
the slightest reproach against him on this count? The Minister 
admitted that they had none. Did they then believe that he 
was using Norw^ay as a base f'o]' teiioiistic activities? No, the 
government delinitt'ly lehised to ])elieve that, Trygve Lie 
answered. Did they accuse him of consj^iratorial or illegal 
action against any ibreign g(5verniiiei]t ? No, the Minister 
replied again, there was no (jiK'siion of a’ly conspiratorial or 
illegal acti\ity. 'The goveimnent's cas(‘ against Trotsky was 
that he hac^ broken his pledg(' to )elVain fioni any political 
activity; and his article 'I'he I’rench Rc'volution has begun’ 
and his (’ontacls with the* Loiuth International were proof of 
this. Trotsky denical having ever given such a pledge. No 
communist, no six ialisl can ever commit himsc'lf to refrain 
from all political ac tivity. What sort of ide a did the Minister 
have of socialism and socialist molality? In what respect was 
the article on fiance moie reprehensible than the interview 
for Arbeidcrbladet h( , Trotsky, had givc'ii to 'IVygv^' Lie himself, 
when Lie assured him that by ex])iessing his political opinion 
he would not be offending; against the tianis of the residence 
permit? iVnd how dare the goveriniu'nt base the charge against 
him on a docmiient supplied by Nazi burglars? Were they 
allowing a gang of' Hith'r's stooges to determim' their conduct? 

At this point 4'rotsky raised his voice so that it resounded 
through the halh and corridors of the Ministry: ‘This is your 
first act of sunendej- to Nazism in your own country. You will 
pay for this. You think yourselves secure and free to deal with 
a political exile as you ])lease. But the day is near -reiiKanber 
this!- the day is near when the Nazis ^vill drive you from your 
country, all of' you together witli your Panto[jed- Minister- 
PresideMS Trygve Lie shiugged at this odd piece of sooth- 
saying. Yet after less than four years the same government had 
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iiidcrcl to llcc Jiuin Norway before the Nazi invasion; and as 
the Ministers and their aged King Haakon stood on the coast, 
huddled together and waiting anxiously for a boat that was 
to take them to England, they recalled with awe Trotsky’s 
wolds as A prophet’s curse come trueJ 

y\her tiiis emounUa* "JVygve ]ae put 'Jrotsky in more 
stiing('nt inltanment, dejiorled his two secretaries, and placed 
guairls insidi^ Knudsen’s house, so as to jnevamt Trotsky from 
coiinmuiicating even wath Knudseii. In oixhaing all this he 
exccaaled liis powers, for the Norwegian Constitution did not 
allow’ Iilm to deprive of freedom any ]3erson not convicted by a 
com t of justice. M<iny jieople, induding Cons('vvativ('S, wttc 
sc.indalized and protested; and so, tliiec days .iftcr he had 
ordered 'i’lolsky's aria'st, lac' obt.iined the King's sign.iluia' for 
a deciec ^vhich invested him vvith extra-constitutional pow’er 
for this exceptional occasion; and on 2 Septembc'r he ordered 
th<it 'I'rotsky and Natalya I)i' transhared from Knudsen’s 
house' to Sundby, in llunum to a Ijord twenty mih's to the 
south of Oslo, wdieie they wvw inteinc'd in a small house wdiich 
the Ministry had naitc'd for this jiurjiose. (.Jiiaidc'd dav and 
night, they had to shan‘ the house wdth twenty jack-booted, 
stamping, })ipe-smoking, and card-jdaying policemen. No one 
was allowed to visit Trotsky, c'xcept his Norwc'gian hnvxer — 
even his French lawyer was not admitted. He w^as denied the 
prisoner’s noimal right to tak(‘ pliysical ('xeicise or a short 
walk outdoors. To obtain a new'spajx'r he had to apply for 
S])ecial permission; and he had to submit all his conespcmdcnce 
to censorship, d'he censor wxis a mcmbei of Qjuisling’s party; 
and so w as one of the two ollicers in charge of the guard, Jonas 
Lie, who was to become chief of i)olice under C^uisling’s govern- 


1 111 his W.ir Mi'iiioiis Profrssoi Kolit tliiis clrsdilirs the scene ‘After the nieel- 
iiip: [vvitli llie King aiifl llie Ch-rin:iii AiiilMSsador] 1 c.iJled toqcllicr lh(‘ members of 
Pailinment . . , and (‘xplained to them the new (icrmaa denirinds. ... I had no 
doubt that die government would tuin these down . . . that wa‘ would lie on the run 
ajj^ain . . . and would have to is^et out n( die (ouutiy. I remembered tlic W'ords 
dVoLsky had said to Trygve lae . . .: “Jn a lew' years )ou [ind your govi i iiment 
will lie polilnal rdunees, VMthout home and (oiintrv, as 1 am now.” W’e had 
brushed ins uoids aside, sutli things had sediuxl to us utleiU imjiossibh*. . . . 
Several times I had to intcnupl iny sjicech to keeji back nj\ ti-ais.’ BarruaJe to 
Bnrncade (Norwegian edition), p. 47 . Norwegian pailiamentarians who witnessed 
this scene have desenhed it to me in the same tiains. One of them maintains 
that it was King Haakon who leminded Trygve I,ie ol ‘liotsky’s cuise*. 
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ment. ‘Trotsky’s isolation was so strict’, Knudscn recalls, 
‘that Trygve Lie repeatedly refused me permission to go to 
Hurum, even after I had become a Member of Parliament. 
Only after much trouble and delay \Nas I allowed to send 
Trotsky a wireless S('t at hist lu^ had been forl)idden even to 
listen to the radio.’* 

All this was to ])revent 4’iotsky horn re])]ying to Stalin’s 
charges. Yet he did not give in. He wiotc' articles e\j)Osing in 
d(*tail the trial of Zinovi('v and Kanuan'v; and in letters to his 
followc'rs and lo lA'ova lu^ insti netted tlunn how to conduct 
a campaign against tlu' pinges and how to ass( nil)le factual 
c'vichnice dis]no\ing ewer)' count of slnnsky’s indictment. 
Under protest lu- submitted the ai tides and letters lo the censor, 
and then tor w (‘eks w aited im])alienliy for answ eas. None came. 
44ie censor conhscat('d all his waitings without informing him. 
M('aiitinie, Tiotsky and Natalya liste ned day aften* day to 
Moscow ladio as it thundered out the accusations and made 
these re-echo through the world like an a])ocaly])tic cac'ophony. 
How' many people', Tiotsk) wondeo'd, wcac' b\' now l)eginning 
to recover from theii’ first shockc'd astonishnuait and to give 
credence to the incredible? Had not tin* Inigc' clouds oi* poison- 
ous dust that had lisc'ii fiom Moscow bt'gun lo sc'ttle on 
peoples’ minds and liarden into a cj ust fin' fact that the 
Norwegian (Government liad seen lit to intern him inevitably 
prejudiced many against him: ])eo])K' reasoned that il' he had 
been cjuile innocc'iit then surely his fi'e iuls, the .Noiwegian 
socialists, would not have dc'privc'd him of IWa dom. His very 
silence seemed lo ci \ out against liijii ; and his enemies niad(‘ the 
most of' it. Barc'ly a loitnight al'tei the intca innc nt, Vyshinsky 
])ointed out in Bolshevik that d rotsky^ e\id(‘nlly liad nothing 
to say in self-defence', for utheiwise Ik' would have, spokc'U up.^ 

Straining in tlu' tiap, "l^iotsky the tried to sue loj' defamation 
tw(^ Norwegian c'dilors, a Na/i and .i Slalinisl who had m thc'ir 
newspapers, Vnl ]olk and Arhetdcren^ endorsed Vyshinsky’s 
accusations. On 6 (October, runter\old, his Norwegian lawyer, 
initiated the suit. The couit had already issuc'd tin' sum- 
monses the ease' ^vas to be lic'ard bc'lore the' end of the month -- 

^ 1 am quotinj^ tlic words that Kmidsuo to me 

-Bolshevik, 15 Seplt'mljci J,>ova nqjorlcd this mdjguaotly to Jiis I'atlicr in 

a letter of 2(5 October. 
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when th(‘ government stopped the proceedings. Having 
interned I’rotsky so as to make it impossible for him to answer 
Stalin, the government could not allow him now to use the 
court as his I'orum. Yet in law it could not prevent him from 
doing that, for even a jailbird had tlie right to defend himself 
in court against libed and slander. Ihit Trygve Lie was not to 
))(‘ ])ut olT by legal niceties; and just as he had secured the 
dc(‘r(‘(' wliiclg after the event, sanctioned Trotsky’s intern- 
ment, so, on 29 October, he obtained another ‘Provisional 
Royal Decree’ stating that ‘an alien intenned under the terms 
of the decree of 31 August 1936 [Trotsky was the only alien 
interned under that decree] cannot appear as ])laintin' before 
a Norwegian court without the concurrence of the Ministry 
of Justice’. The Ministry, of course, reTused its ‘concurrence,’ 
and it forbade the courl to hear Trotsky’s suit against the two 
editors. 

Trotsky then asked his Freun h lawyer to sue for defamation 
Stalinist editors in Frame, Czechoslovakia, .Swit/crland, 
Belgium, and Spain, hoping that, even if he wcjc not to be 
summoned as witness, he would at least be able to state his 
case through legal representatives. To this, it would seem, 
the Norwegians could have no objection they had no legal 
ground whatsoever for prev(“nting him from debuiding his 
reputation before foreign comas. By now, however, the govern- 
ment’s zeal for appeasing Stalin knew no limits. ‘The Ministry 
of Justice’, Trygve lae declared, ‘after having conferred with 
the government, has decided that it will oppose Leon Trots- 
ky’s attempts to take legal action before «i foieign tribunal, 
while he reunains in Norway.’* In addition the Minister ibr- 
bade Trotsky to communicate with any lawyers abroad. Now 
at last he had trapped and gagged him completely. 

‘Yesterday I received th(‘ ollicial staUunent forbidding me to 
sue anyoiK^ even abroad’, Trotsky informed ChTard Rosenthal, 
his Freiudi lawyer, on 19 November. T am refraining from any 
comment in order to make sine that this letter reaches you.’ 
To Lyova he wrote: ‘You must take into account that the 
Minister of' Justice has confiscated all my important letters 
relating to my personal defence. T am now confronted by 

^ Storting Report no. 79; Krog, op. cit.; Trotsk\'.s letters to Gerard Rosenthal of 
19 and 22 Novciiibci; and Stalin* \ Verbrerhen. 
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slanderers, burglars, scoundrels . . . and am completely 
defenceless. You must act on your own initiative and tell all 
our friends about this.’ In the next letter he gave even stronger 
vent to exasperation. He remarked that ArhciJerbladet was just 
conducting a campaign for the release olOssietzky, the famous 
radical writer, from a Nazi roncenti ation camp, but had 
nothing to say about his own internment in Norway ‘Ossietzky 
at least was not slandered by liis jaileis’. ‘This letter too natu- 
rally goes through [the censoTs hands], but 1 have ceased to 
pay any attention to this. 1 am writing these words, privately 
and eonlidentially, to my son who is j)Lirsued by bandits in 
Paris and whose life may be in danger, while [1 am| imprisoned 
and tied hand and foot. At stake are matters on which . . . 
[our] physical and inorMl ex!St<aice may ch'jKTid; and I must 
speak out.’^ 

There was probably something of a luse de fi^ucrre in these 
letters. 'J’rygvc* Lie' i laims that Trot^k) communicatc'd with his 
son by illegal means; that he wrote some* of his letters in 
chemical ink; that he communicated stealthily with his 
followers while lie was allowed to visit a dentist in town; and 
that his followers snmggled letters to him in cakes sent to 
Hurum; and so on. For once th(‘ chargrs appear to be based 
on facts, although Natalya, when asked, twenty years later, 
whether Lie’s allegations w^evv true, did not know what to say 
about them. But political prisoners use such devices to main- 
tain clandestine contact with their comiades; and it would be 
strange if Trotsky had not used them, w hen he was subjected 
to so nuK'h violence, tiickery, and chicam ry. 

In view^ ol' d’rolsky’s enforced silence, the burden of 
the first public campaign against tlic JVIuscow trials fell on 
Lyova. Shy, somewhat imirtieulate, and accustomed to keep 
himself in his father’s shadow, he w'as suddenly brought to the 
fore in this great and grim alfair, Vyshinsky had depicted 
him as a pillar of the ‘tei roristic conspiracy’, and as his father’s 
deputy and chief of stalf, who instructed eminent old Bol- 
sheviks about how to conduct their action inside the U.S.S.R.; 
and the Court’s veidict had referred to him in the* same 

^ The Archives, Closed Section. 
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terms ns to his father. Now he was indeed compelled to act 
in his fatlier’s place. Within a few weeks of the Zinoviev- 
Kamcaiev trial he published his Livre Rouge sur le proces de Moscou, 
tlj(‘ first facUial refutation of the Stalinist charges, and the 
fust detailed exposure of tludr incongruities. lie pioduecd 
proof tliat lie liad m ver liecn with his fath(‘i' in Copenhagen, 
and lliat th(‘ Hotel Ih istol wlieix* he was supposed to have 
met tlie conspirators was non-ewistent. He dc-lvc^l iiito the 
mystery ol tlie eonl'essions, saying that 'w ith their sclf-aeeusatory 
statements based on no facts and no evidence', w ith their litc'ral 
rc‘j:)etition of the* Prosecutor’s jironounecinents, and with their 
zcmI foi* self-dc'famation, tlie delondants wau'c in ('Ifeet saying 
to th(' W'OiJd: “Don’t belit've us, don’t yoti sc'e that all this is a 
lie, a lie from bc'ginning to end!” ’’ 

He w^as, how'C'ver, shakc'n to liis deptlis l3y the misfortune 
and the self-lnnniJiation of the old Bolsheviks. He had known 
them all from his childhoocL had ])layed with their sons in 
the squares and corridois ol' the Kremlin, and had, as ado- 
lescent, looked up to them «is the great men of the revolution 
and his fathcT's friends. With thc'se fee lings still alive', he thus 
defended tlie'ir honoui : . the iinu'r ineiial streaigth of 

Zinovic'v and Kamenc'v w.is ve-ry e oii'^idei abb above the 
average, though it ])rovcd le) be- in.sullieie'nt in tlie'se quite 
exceptional eii cannstanees. Hundreds of' thousands . . . w’ould 
not have Ijee ii able to stand ( ve n one-hundre-dlh ])art ol' the 
continuous and monstrous incssuK' to which Zinovic'v, Kam- 
eiu'v, and the other dc'lendanls weie- subjected.’ But 'Stalin 
wants Trotsky's he-ad this is his main juirpeisc'; and he wall 
resoit to the most e'xtreanc and villaineius eoneoetions to get 
it. . . . He' hate s Tiolsky as the' living (‘jnbodime'nt of tlu‘ idc'as 
and traditions of the' Octobe-i Re'vohition. . . .’ Nen c'ontent 
wath 'lriuni])hs' at home', the' G.IM'. we're' in I'.iet se'c'king to 
exterminate Tieitskyism abroad as ^ve'll. fhey aeense'd the' 
Spanish Trotskyists ol wrt'cking the Po]:)ular Front and trying 
to assassinate its leaders; and they brande'd the Polish Trots- 
kyists as agents of the Polish ])olitieal polic e, and the German 
ones as agents of the Gestapo. ‘Stalin aims at redueing all 
political difl’erenecs in the labour movement to this formula: 
G.P.U. or Gestapo? Who is not wath the G.P.U. is wath the 

1 B.O,, no. 5*’ -53, October 193(3; Lwre Rouge sur le pi ores de jMoscou. 
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Gestapo.’ ‘Today he uses this method mainly in the struggle 
against Trotskyism, tomorrow he will turn it against other 
groupings in the working class. . . . Woe, if the world’s labour 
movement proves unable to defend itself against this mortal 
poison.’ J 

Trotsky describes the relief with which he rc'cchved at 
Hurum the first copy of the Lime Rouge: 'There are forms of 
paralysis under which one ran see, hear, and understand 
everything, but is unable to lift a finger in order to turn 
away a mortal dang(‘i\ 'I'o such political paralysis tlie Nor- 
wegian ‘Socialist' Gen ca nimait had subjected us. What an 
inestimable gift Lyova’s book was for us in these conditions. . . . 
The opening pages, I lermanbir, scenual ])allid to me: they 
leiteiatcd a IfamiliaiJ ]X)liticaI e\ahia(ion. . . . Ihit fiom the 
moment the wj'itei ):)cgan his iiuh^pcauleiU analysis of the* trial 
I became completely absorbcal. Eveay chapter secanc'd better 
than the pre vious om\ “Our brave de al Jwova”, 1 and my 
wife saie.1 to eaieh othea’, “We have* a dedeaidea' In their 
coiTCspondeaie'A', full of' |.)ain, anxiety, and tcndeinesss, Lyova 
describeal idl he' was doing to set afexet a campaign against tJic 
purges; and he conveyed to his paie lUs every word of sym- 
pathy and encoin ag«ancnt he could ])ic‘k u]) fiom their all 
too few well-washeas. 

Yet the horrible spectacle' in wliich he was imolve cl wast 
probably more' than Lyova's sensitivity could bear. He was, 
next to his father, the G.P.U.’s most important target. 'Lhc 
feeling that he was being spied u])on and that his mail was 
intercepted by a mysti'rious hand nevei' left him. Hv leared 
that he would be kidnapped. He Avas lonely, defenceless, and 
completely dependent on the comradc'sliip of the little' band 
of 'IVotskyists around him. He found some solace in the 
friendship of Alfred and Marguerite Rosrner, who had ncjw 
rallied to his father’s defence, femgetting and forgiving all past 
misunderstandings. Ihit within the narrow circle ol his comrades 
he confided most of all in Mark Zborowski, a young and well- 
educated man, wlio had studied medicine* and philosophy 
and who woiked in the* oiganizalion uuelei the* pseudonym 
fitie'inie, helping to publish the Bulletin and sitting on a little 
Russian fbmmittee supposed to deal with the Opposition in 
1 Ibid. - /LO., iu>. G.}, March 193d. 
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the U.S.S.R. Being of Polish-Ukrainian origin, fiticnnc knew 
Russian and had an intimate feeling for Soviet affairs — this 
enabled him to render Trotsky many small services and to 
gain Lycna's confidence. 

Tliis w (‘ll-educated and fcivcait ‘friend’, however, was a 
Stalinist agent provocateur. Such was his knack for dissimulation 
that lie never incurred the slightest suspicion on the i)art of Lyova 
and 'J rotsky. And so complete was Lyova’s trust in him that he 
held the key to Lyova’s letter-box and collected the mail lor him. 
The mysterious hand that ‘iiitcrcejncal’ Lyova’s correspondence 
was Ltienne’s. He was also in charge of the most conlidcntial 
files of "J rotsky’s archives; he kept these in his own home.^ 

A few^ months before the internment Trotsky askeal Lyova 
to place a section of his arc hives with the Duteh Institute for 
Social History. He did this in jDart because he was pressed for 
money, and the Institute was willing to pay foi the papers 
he offered them the* modest sum of 15,000 (dcpixc iated) French 
francs; but he was actuated mainly by a fear that the G.P.LI. 
might tiy to seize liis archives and he ’was anxious to deposit 
these in safe hahds. In the first days of' November, Lyova and 
fitienne delivered a number ol files at the Paris branch of the 
Institute, at 7, rue Michelet - the biancdi w^as then under the 
management of Boris Nikolayevsky, the wa ll-known Menshevik 
,and one time associate of' the xVlarx-Lngels Institute in Moscow^ 
The transaction was made tentatively, as an experiment; 
and the bulk of the aichivcs, including the most confidential 
papers, remained wdth fitiennr.- 

No sooner had the files been delivered at the me Michelet 
than a burglary was perpetratcxl there, on the night of 6-7 
November; and some of the liLs were stolen. At once the 
suspicion arose that this was the* G.P.U.’s work. The burglars 

^ EticiiiK' (Maik ZboiowskiJ lias miuc made liis cojifessioii; and in l^cccmbcr 
n)55 he was seiiterircd by an Amcritaii court to fne yiurs’ iinj)risnnmciU on a 
charge of perjury. My account ot the relations between Etienne and Lyova is 
based on their corn spondence with Trotsky and dcj)Ositions which ctacii of them 
made to the Erench police and magistrate, Etienne's sloiy lias been told in the 
New Leader hv H. Kasson (on 21 November i0f)5) and by David J. Dallin (on 19 
and 21) Marc:h i9f)()). See also Ucarmo^ before the U.S. Senate Svhcomimtiee on Internal 
Security, Part 51, 14 15 Ecbruaiy, 1957, pp. 34 ^^^ 9 - Isaac Don Lc-vinc', 

The iMind 0) an A:ssassin. 

-Lyova’s, ‘Meinoirc pour I’lnsti uction’, 19 November 193G. The Auhives, 
Closed Section. 
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had left untouched valuables and money they had found 
and carried away only "rrolsky’s papers — who but G.P.U. 
agents would have done that ? 'llie l^’reiK'li police were puzzled 
by the technical skill of tlu' house-breaking; and they decided 
that this could not Iiav(' ])een ihc work of FnTich criminals 
but only of a powe rfu] intc rnatioind gang. I’hey interrogated 
Lyova, who accused the G.P.U. Put how and from whom, they 
asked, did the G.P.U. learn so rjuickly lliat the files liad been 
deliveied at the rue Miclielet ? Who had been acquainted with 
the ti aiisaction ? I.yova declared that apart fiom himself only 
three people had known about it: Nikolayevsky, a certain 
Madame Estrine, an cairployee of the Dutch Institute, and 
fitienne. He vouched for the integrity (>(' all thnay although 
he suspected that Nikolayevsky might have unwittingly, 
through careless talk, given the G.P.U. a clue. What about 
fitienne, the police inquinal. Etienne, Lyova rcyilicd, was 
absolutely above suspicion: the proof ol il was that at the 
very moment of the burglary h(‘ was guarding the most 
valuable parts of the aichiv(‘s in his own home.’ I’hus the 
question horn whom the (i.P.U. had learru'd about the de- 
position ol th(‘ hies ajqKMred insoluble'. 

It turned out ih\\\ tlie burglars had seized only Ih'ess cut- 
tings and relatively unimj)ortant pa])(‘is; but no one doubted 
that, disappointed by the nieagie spoils, the G.P.U. would make* 
another and far more se rious attcnnpt. d o the end of his days 
Trotsky was to remain almost as much concerned about the 
safety of his andiives as about the safety of his own person. Yet 
the G.P.U. never made that othci, mucli h ared, attempt to 
seize his papers; and this was another puzzle. In the light of 
the facts stated here it is clear that they had no need to get 
hold of the archives, lor they could have them, or copies of 
them, directly I'rom Zborowski. d'hey evidently stagetl the 
burglary in Paris as a feint to shiedd Lticnnc and (‘iiliance 
Trotsky’s and Lyova's trust in him. Notliing, indeed, could 
rnoie cUdinitely divert all sus])icion liom liim and turn it in 
other directions than the fact thcit, while the G.P.U. appeared 
to do their utmost to seize the archives, Ltienne had ‘ndiably’ 
guarded them in his apartment. 


' Tl)ul. 
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At Hurum the months dragged on with leaden monotony; 
and nothing j3romised to open or even to loosen the trap 
in wliicli Tiolsky luimd liimself. American followers were 
trying to obtain for him asylum in Mt‘xieo; but it was far from 
certain that they would succeed; and Trotsky, though anxious 
to g(‘t out of Norway, w as icluctant, at so critical a moment, 
to seek slu'lter in a country at once so remote and so ill-famed 
for its cloak-and-dagger ]3oliti('s (when', as Lyova reminded 
him, ‘an assassin is hired for a few dollais’^). He still had a 
glimmer of hope that he would be able to make himself hc'ard 
even in Norway. On i i December li(‘ was to rea|3]3('ar as 
witness in the protracted trial of the Quisling men who had 
broken into his home at Hoimefoss; and he reckoned that this 
time the govtnnnK'iit would not dare to stop tlu' proceedings. 
However, the Minister of Justice intervened once again, not 
indeed to sto]3 the trial, but to order that the ( ase be heard 
w camera. And so, when I'lotsky appeared in tlu' witm\ss-box, 
surrounded by a platoon of pcdice, the public and tin* r(‘]3orteis 
were removed from the courtioom. In contiast to what hap- 
pened during the previous open hearing, runv that eveiything 
had been doin' to suppiess dVotskx's tc^stimony, tlu' presiding 
judge treated him with exrjnisite eemsideration and courtesy; 
and for sevi'ral hours Trotsky pleaded his c ase, refuting the 
Stalinist charges, with as much ]30wer and giavity as if In' wT're 
speaking to a w'oi ld-wide aiidienci'. Not onci' did the Piesident 
of th(' C'omt intt‘rru]3t him, not even wln n In' attacked the 
Norwegian Minister of Justiie as Staliifs accomplice'. It was 
almost grotesepu' for Tiotsk\ to make this jjh'a, which was a 
forensic masterpic'c'c, in the' course of an almost tiivial trial 
and in a cdosc'cl and empty c'ourtroom. but so uncertain w^as 
h(^ now of' his future and so doubtful w'hethc'r he would c'ver 
have a chance tC3 state his case', that he availed himsi'lf of this 
0]3portimity to stale it, even ifonlv Tor the rec:orcl.“ 


A few eye-witnesses offer vivid glimpse's c^f d’rotsky in intern- 
incTit. Askvik, one of the ofheers in charge of the guard, de- 
cribes, in unpublished memoirs, his calm dignity, piide, and 

^ Lyova to his parents, 7 December 1930. The Archives, Closed Section. 

2 'Irotsky, Stalin s Verbrechen, pp. 37!!. (He spoke in Ch*rman.) 
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self-discipline. Trotsky, Askvik says, met every restriction on his 
freedom with a protest and firmly claimed his rights, without 
ever offending his guards, whom he addressed in correct and 
fluent Norwegian.^ Puntcrvold, the Norwegian lawyer, recalls 
how intently Trotsky followed the elections he was worried 
that Knudsen, who stood for Parliament in a predominantly 
conservative' constituency and was attacked as Trotsky’s host, 
might l)e deii'ated. Piinteivold was at Pliiruin when the news 
came that Knudsem liad Ix'em elected with an unexpectedly 
large majority; ainl he 1 elates that 'IVotsky, overjoyed, jumped 
up, seized Natalya in his aims, and daiu*ed with her in celebra- 
tion of his fric'rid's success (which was also somc'thing of a slap 
in the government's fa((‘). Knudsen's steadfast loyalty w^as one 
of the f('W' consolations left to him in llu'se dreary months, as 
was also the canijiaign in Tiotsky's difenca' which Ilc'lgc 
Krog, a radical wrilei, conductic! with fire and brilliance in 
Dagbladct, ( 3 slo's Libc'ral paper. ^ 

Twice 01 ]jerh<ips thrice 'I'rygve Lii' visited 'I'rolsky at 
Huruni. He came first on 11 or ig Dc'cianber t(^ w^ain Trotsky 
that he was going to be transferred from Hurum to a more 
remote and imucessible place of inteinnu'iit in the north, 
because the Ministry ‘could not afford to go on paying for the 
large polic(‘ guard’ it had had to keep at ITurum. Trotsky 
then told Lie that his friends he mentioned Diego Rivera — 
intende d to take' him over to Mcxice), and that he would rather 
go there than allow himself to be meivcel te) the desert of Nor- 
way’s fai north. Whih' they w’('re talking, Lie noticed Ibsen’s 
Works on Tre^tsky’s table. ‘Aie you reading Ibsen here:’’ Lie 
asked. ‘Y('S, I am ic-rcading his W(nks\ Ibsen used to be' the 
love e)f my youth, aiiel I have gone bark to him.’ I he dialogue 
wdiich now fedlowa'el Vve)uld be' worthy eil Ibse n himse'll. Irotsky 
remarked how^ lelewant the idea of the' Enemy of the People was 
to the situation in ^\hich he himself and the Minister were 


^ 1 am obliged lor some ol t)ies<* cl<‘lails to Mrs Askvik, llic widow ol tlu' police 
officer. Tn April bearing that 1 was in Oslo, she brought the maiiusci ipt of 

her husband’s memoirs to KtiihIscii, lecj nesting liirii to submit it to me. It was witli 
surprise that Knudsen, tianslating t«» me tlic relevant passages, learned about 
Trotsky’s c ommand of the Norwc'gian language. At Hounefoss they had usually 
conversed in German. 

2 Trotsky, Staling Vcrhrcclinu pp. 77-7th Kverv detad ot this account is conlirincd 
by otlier sources. 
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involved. Lie replied evasively that ^Ibsen could be variously 
interpreted’. ‘No matter how you interpret him’, Trotsky 
said, ‘he will always testily against you. Remember Burgo- 
master Stockman ?’ The Minister asked whether Trotsky 
really intended to compare him with the villain of Ibsen's 
play, who foi* tlu* sake of authority and vested intciests destroys 
his own brother? ‘With Burgomaster Stockman? . . . at best, 
Mr. Minister, at best’, Trotsky icplied. ‘Your government 
lias all the vices of a bourgeois government without any of its 
virtue's.' Stung by this remark, the Minister inveighed against 
'J’rotsky's ‘ingratitude’, saying that he made ‘a silly mistake’ 
when he allowed Trotsky to come to Norway. 'And this silly 
mistake you now wish to make good by c'rimc?’ Trotsky 
retorted; and opening Ibsen's drama he read out the challenge 
with which Dr. Stockman meets his villainous brother: ‘We 
shall yet see whether meanness and cowardice arc strong 
enough to close the mouth of a fre(' and honest man.’ This 
brought the conversation to an ('iid. The Minister rose, yet 
before leaving he turned to his jnisoner ^vith an outstretched 
hand; but Trotsky refused the handshake.^ 

A week later Lie returned to tell Trotsky that Mexico had 
granted him asylum and that In*, Lie, had already chartered 
a petrol tanker on board which Tiotsky and his wife would 
sail the following day, under the escort of Jonas Lie, the com- 
mander of the Huruni police guard. The haste and the details 
of the deportation aroused Trotsky’s forebodings. Why, he 
asked, was the Minister leaving him only twenty-four hours to 
prepare for tin* voyage? Why did he not icleasc him from 
internment? He demanded that he should be allowed to leave 
as a free man, to consult friends, to wind up his affairs and 
collect his papers, to communicate with the Mexican Govern- 
ment, to chose his own route, and to make his own safety 
arrangements. ‘And what’, he asked, ‘if' Stalin knows about 
your tanker? We may be tOi]>cdoed on th(' high seas and never 
reach the' English Channel.’ (He even inquired whether the 
vessel had any defences.) The Minister refused all his demands, 
but tried to reassure him about the safety of the voyage, 
saying that no one knew about the plan except he himself and 

1 Trotsky, Stalin s Verbrech^n, pp. 77-78; and Trotsky's diary pages in The Archives, 
Closed Section; Krog, op. cit. 
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the shipowner. Trotsky then asked to be allowed to travel via 
France: surely the French would give him a transit visa now 
that he had asylum in Mexico ? Lie declined this demand too. 
He was in great haste to get Trotsky out of the country before 
Parliament assembled to debate the aflair. His haste seemed to 
Trotsky more sinister than it was. T)f course', he said, ‘you 
are in a position to destroy us physically, but morally you will 
break your necks just as the Gei inan Sociiil Dc'mocrats broke 
theirs on Karl Licbknecht and Rosa Luxembuig.’ He repeated 
his prophecy; Tn thre(‘ to iivc yeans ... you will all be 
emigres . . ; and onee again he turned his back on the Minister, 

refusing to shake hands. ‘ 

He had the feeling that he was being driven from one trap 
into another, and he was not sure what might happen to him 
and Natalya on the way. While Nataly w'as pae.king luggage, 
he wrote, in chemical ink, an article under the tith; ‘Shame!’. 
This was to be ‘a reply to slanderers', (‘s])('cially to w^ell-known 
British and French lawyers who had ‘voiiclu'd' for the legal 
correctness of the Zinoviev-Kamenev trial. One of these 
law^y^ers was a King’s Ck)unsel; auothei’ was an eminent mem- 
ber of the IJfJuc des Droits d' Homme \ and both had praised the 
Moscow Court for not having sentemet'd I’rotsky^ to dc^ath in 
absentia, 'Whoever knows anything at all about revolutionary 
history, human psychology and . . , the l)i()graphies of the men 
involved’, Trotsky commented, ‘wall agree' . . . that there is a 
thousand times more ground to assume' that [these lawyers] arc 
in Stalin’s service than to admit for a minute that Trotsky can 
be an ally of the Gestapo. . . . All the Leagues ol the Rights of 
Man of the whole solar system wall not be able te) prove this. 
... 1 shall give the final answer to the accuse'rs and their 
lackeys ... in Mexico, if ever I arrive there,' ikfore starting on 
the ve^y^age, he w^anted to leave this ai tiele be hind ‘as the* shi])- 
wrecked sailor leaves a bottle in the sea’.“ l o Lyova he* wrote: 
‘It seems that tomorrow^ we are going to be sent to Mexico. 
This then is our last le*tler Ironi Euiope. J1 something happens 
to us eri route or else* where y^ou and Serge*! are my he'irs. This 
letter should have testamentary value. ... As y^ou know, I have in 

1 Ibid. 

The ailiclc appeared in the iirst issue of B.O. fnus. 51 55 March 1937) 
publislied after Tiotsky’s deportation lioiii Norway. 
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mind future royalties on my books — apart from these I possess 
nothing. If you ever meet Sergei . . . tell him that we have 
never forgotten him and do not forget him for a single mo- 
ment.’^ As he was writing these words, his doctor, his lawyer, 
and his tax collector presented their bills; and to secure 
their claims they sequestrated his bank account.- 

On 19 December the petrol tanker, the Ruth, sailed from 
Norway, with Trotsky, Natalya, and their police escort as 
the only passengers. Th(‘ deportation was carried out in suc h 
seci’ccy that for several days afterwards police sentries stood 
outside the internment place at Hurum to give the impressioji 
that Trotsky was still there. I’he seas were rough at first; and 
in their cabin Trotsky and Natalya read books about Mexico 
and wondered what the future hedd in store for them. Then, 
as the sea calmed down, Trotsky bc'gan to write, partly in 
diary form, liis analysis of the trial of Zinoviev and Kamenev, 
which hc' included in his book Stalinas Crimes. He worked hard 
for three wec‘ks while the vessel tacked about, changed course, 
and avoided normal routes. Hut the world had already learned 
about the deportation, and Pj'css agencies were anxious to 
interview Trotsky by radio. 'The captain of the Ruth, however, 
was ordered from Oslo not to allow him to use the transmitter. 
On board the empty ship IVotsky and Natalya were still 
treated as internees; even at their meals they remained flanked 
by their police escort. 

‘This was Cain’s year’, runs the entry in Trotsky’s diary 
dated 31 Decembei 1936. On the next morning the Ruth 
greeted the Nenv Year with her sirens. No one returned the 
greetings; and there were no Wishes of the Season. Only the 
fascist police olliccr came to the dining table, flourishing New 
Year greetings which hc peisonally had received from his 
socialist Minister. The world seemed engulfed in absurdity. 

By one of those strange coincidences which run through 
Trotsky’s life, it was exactly twenty years since Trotsky had 
last sailed from Europe, also as an exile expelled from a 
country which had given him temporary refuge. But in 1917 
the world was at war and the seas were infested with sub- 
marines. Now' the world seemed at peace, and no submarines 

1 The letter, dated i8 December 1936, was written in French. 
rtie Archives j Closed Set tion. ^ The Prophet Armedy pp. 238-41. 
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lurked in the ocean. Yet there was an almost warlike tension 
on board the tanker; and Trotsky noted in his diary that the 
captain and the crew kept alluding lo the G.P.U., but avoided 
uttering the name, ‘as if they were bin ling at underwater 
rocks’. 1 And twenty years before IVolsky liad written from his 
voyage: ‘This is the last lime I am casting a glance on that old 
canaille Europe’ — only to hurry back across the ocean three 
months later. Now h(‘ had indeed cast his last glance on the 
‘old canaille'. But as lie dcpaited from Euiojm', his head and 
heart were full ofits ini'criial turmoil; and his thoughts hovered 
over the graves he was lca\'ing bidiind, the graves of his two 
daughters, the graves of so many friends and followers, and 
the graves of so many hopes. 

1 Some parts of this diary arr inc luded in Stahti''i W'lhmhen: otiit'rs liavr not yet 
been published and are in The Archives. 
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The 'Hell-black Night’ 

As llic Ruth sailed into the great oil harbour of Tampico, 
ZA oil 9 January 1937, Trotsky and Natalya were still so 
apprehensive of \\diat might await them on the Mexi- 
can shore that they lehised to land unless they were met by 
friends. The Norwegian police were threatening to disembark 
them by force when a small boat approached from which a 
Mexican general, accompanied by officials, emerged, bringing 
a message of welcome from Lazaro Cardenas, the President of 
Mexico, (The Piesidcnt had sent his official train to take 
Trotsky and Natalya from Tampico.) On the pier two Ameri- 
can Trotskyists, George Novack and Max Shachtrnan, waved 
greetings; and Frida Kahlo, Diego Rivera’s wife, was waiting 
to offer hospitality. The contrast between the warm reception 
in Mexico and the icy send-off from Norway was so sharp 
as to seem unreal. Entering the Presidential train Trotsky 
and Natalya ran inlo a police guard and again shrank back. 
‘A fear crossed our minds . . .’, she notes, 'that perhaps we 
were being talaai to just another place of captivity.’ At a small 
station near Mexico City Diego Rivera received them with 
expansive enthusiasm and took them to Coyoacan, a suburb 
of the capital, and to his Blue House — this was to be their home 
for the next two years. The pl.icc might have been designed 
to soothe weary nerves: it was spacious, sunlit, covered with a 
profusion of pictures, full of flowers and objects of Mexican 
and Indian art. At every step the newcomers found comforting 
signs of th(‘ care with which their Mexican and American 
friends had prepared the new abode for them, and had thought 
of their personal protc'ction and provided facilities for work. 
Thus, the first few days in Mexico brought quite unexpected 
relief— there was even a touch of the fleeting idyll about them.^ 

This is evident from 'IVotskv’s first Mexican letters to Lyova, in which he 
expresses delight with tlic country ol his new refuue, its climate, and even with its 
fruit and vegetables 
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The country’s political climate also offered attractions. 
The Mexican Revolution was still at its height. Quite recently 
Cardenas had signed a decree, under which some of the 
latifundias were shared out among the poor peasants; and 
he was about to nationalize the American and British owned 

011 and railway companies. Foreign investors, native land- 
lords, and the Catholic Church fought back; and relations 
between Mexico and the United States were strained. But 
Cardenas had behind him the peasants and the Confederation 
of Mexican Workers which had suddenly grown into a great 
political force. 

In admitting Trotsky, at Rivera’s request and on promptings 
from his own entourage, Cardenas had acted from a sense of 
revolutionary solidarity. He declared that he had not merely 
granted Trotsky asylum, but invited him to stay in Mexico as 
the government’s guest. From the outset he did his utmost to 
protect his guest’s head against the storms of hatred gathering 
over it; and he was to go on doing this till the end. However, 
his own situation was rather delicate. On the one hand, his 
political enemies soon began to insinuat(‘ that Trotsky was the 
inspire!* of his revolutionary policy, and the insinuation found 
its way into American newspapers.* On the other, the Con- 
federation of Mexican Workers, on whose support he depended, 
was a Stalinist stronghold; its leader Lombardo Toledano 
and the Communist party protested fiercely against IVotsky’s 
admission and warned the President that they would not rest 
until that ‘chief of the vanguard of the eoLinter-revolution’ was 
expelled. Cardenas was careful to lend no coloin* to the charge 
that he was expropriating British and American investors at 
Trotsky’s instigation; and he was even more anxious to calm 
the Confederation of Mexican Workers. He was himself po- 
litically very far from any form of 'JVotskyism and indeed of 
communism. The son of poor peasants, he was guided by 
agrarian radicalism and the empirical experience of his 
patriotic struggle against foreign predominance. He was 

1 Cardenas lakr found it necessary to refute the insinuation inibhcly (/><2 Prema, 

12 November 193d); and Trotsky thought of suing an American paper {The New 
York Daily News) which liad violently atlaikcd him as Cardenas’s evil siiint. He 
desisted only when he was told by Albert (joklnian that he had no legal grounds 
for action. See Trotsky’s ( orrespondcncc with Goldman in December 193d. The 
Archives, Closed Section. 
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therefore wary ol getting involved in any of the internal 
conflicts ol‘ communism. In these difficult circumstances he 
repudiated with dignity the Stalinist clamour against Trotsky’s 
admission; but he kept studiously aloof from his ‘guest’ — they 
nevei met in person. He asked Trotsky to pledge himself that 
he wonid not interfere in Mexico’s domestic affairs. Trotsky 
gave tins pledge at once, but, taught by his bitter Norwegian 
experience, he was on his guard and explicitly reserved his 
‘moral right’ to reply in public to any accusations or slanders.^ 
C^ardenas was satisfied with this. It never occurred to him to 
ask Trotsky to refrain from political activity; and he himself 
stood up for Trotsky’s right to defend himself* against Stalinist 
attac.ks. In this attitude of aloof but vigilant benevolence he 
was to persist. Trotsky often expressed his gratitude and, 
strictly observing his jdedge, never ventured to state any 
opinion on Mexican politics even in private', although his view 
of C'ardcnas’ policy, which did not go beyond the ‘bourgeois 
stage’ of the revolution, musi h.ave b('en critical to some extent. 

During his fust years in Mexico, Diego Riveia was Trotsky’s 
most devoted friend and guardian. A lebel in politics as well 
as in art, the great painter had been one of the founders of 
the Mexican Communist party and a member of its Central 
Cknnmittee since 1922. In November 1927 he witnessed the 
Trotskyist street demonstrations in Moscow and the expulsion 
of the Opposition, which gravc'ly disturbed him. Subsequently 
he broke with the party, and also with David Alfaro Siqueiros, 
another of Mexico’s great painters, his closest friend and polit- 
ical comrade, who sided with Stalin, d’hc dramatic pathos of 
Trotsky’s late stirred Rivera’s imagination: here was a figure 
of heroic dimensions who might have b('en destined to take a 
central place in his e])ic frescoes— he had indeed put Trotsky 
and Lenin in the forefront of that famous mural glorifying 
class struggle and communism with which he had, to the 
horror of all respectable America, decorated the walls of the 
Rockefeller Centic in New Yoik. for Rivera it was a moment 
of rare sublimity hen strange fortunes brought his leader and 
prophet under his roof at Coyoacan. 

Trotsky had long admired Rivera’s work. He probably 
first saw his paintings in Paris during the First World War; 

^ ‘‘Aux Representants de la Presse AlexiraiTie\ 12 January 1937. T he Archives. 
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and references to them occur in Trotsky’s Alma Ata cor- 
respondence of 1928.^ Rivera’s restless search for new artistic 
expression aptly illustrated Trotsky’s own view that the malaise 
in contemporary painting was rooted in its divorce from 
architecture and public life, a divorce which was inherent in 
bourgeois society and could be o\('rcoine only by socialism. 
The striving for the reunion oi painting, architecture, and 
public life animated Rivera’s art, i\\ which Renaissance 
traditions and Goya’s and El Greco’s influences merged with 
Indian and Mexican folk art and cubism. Tliis interplay of 
tradition and innovation suited Trotsky's taste; he was cap- 
tivated by Rivera’s defiant com age and tlie soaring and 
passionate imagination with whicli lu* brought motifs of the 
Russian and Mexican resolutions into liis monumental murals. 
Nor could 'J'rotsky hedp being 1 ‘ascinated and puzzled by 
Rivera’s elemental temperament, somnambulism, and ‘Gargan- 
tuan size and appetites’, which made of him a riotous and 
roaring prodigy like any of the chinua ical figures appealing 
in his paintings. And in count(T])()inl, as it were, to Dic'go 
there was his wife Erida, hersedf a j^ainter ol' delicate melan- 
choly, introspective and symbolist, and a woman of c'xquisitc 
beauty- she emanatc'd c'xotic grace and dreaminess as she 
moved about in long-flowing, richly shaded, and ( inbroidered 
Mexican lobes which concealed a dcloimc'd leg. Afte r the 
dreary months of internment, it was gratifying, evem thrilling, 
for Trotsky and Natalya to And refuge with such Iriends. 

An onlookei with some insight into the charaetcas might 
have wondered how Trotsky and Riven a would get along and 
whether a clash betweem them w.is not bound to occ ur. Not 
satisfied with his artistic eminence, Riveia saw himse lf also as 
a political leader. He was not e'xce‘])tional in this: ])ainters and 
scmlptors played an e\tt aordinarily large part in Mc'xican 
politics — most members of the Polilbuic aii of the Gommunist 
party were painters. (Political agitation c allied out by means 
of brush and chisel may have appealed to masses of illiterate 
but artistically sensitive campesinos more^ directly than any other 
form of agitation.) Yet as a politician Rivera was even less 

1 Andres Nin liad sent lo Trotsky at Alina Ala a volinne oC i(‘prc)diictions of 
Rivera’s jiaintings and sculptures, and I’rotsky wrote* back to thank liiiu for the 
book and express appreciation of the artist. The Archives. 
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than an amateur; he frequently fell a prey to his restless tem- 
perament. However, in Trotsky’s presence, at least at the 
betj^inning, he kept his political ambition under control and 
mod(\slly assuuKTl the disciple’s role. As to Trotsky, he had 
always treated the political vagaries of artists with tender 
nnd(‘i staTjding, even those of lesser artists, to whom he was not 
inde bted for anything. All the more willing was he in Rivera’s 
case to say that 'genius does what it must’. 

'i'lius 'IVotsky might have been in a mood to count the 
blessings of his new refuge had he not been driven back into 
his grim struggle almost at once. He was daily the object of 
threats from the local Stalinists and from Moscow. President 
Cardenas had to order police guards to be placed outside the 
Blue House. Inside, American Trotskyists, who had come to 
serve as secretaries and bodyguards, kept watch. Trotsky’s 
American followers were aiding him unstintingly in organizing 
his defence and his campaign against the Moscow trials. They 
were few and poor; but they assisted him as well as they could 
in rc-cstaldishing his contacts with friends and followers all 
over the world and in resuming his work. ‘What good luck it is’, 
he wrote to Lyova on i February 1937, ‘that we have managed 
to come to Mexico just before the start of the new trial in 
Moscow.’^ 


I’he new trial opened less tlian a fortnight after his landing 
at 'Lampico. Radek, Pyatakov, Muralov, Sokolnikov, Sere- 
briakov, and twelve others took their place in the dock; and 
'IVotsky was once again the chief defendant in absentia. The 
accusations |)iled up ever more incongruously and incredibly. 
Vyshiiisky now spoke ol' Trotsky’s formal agi cement with 
Hitler and the lanperor of Japan: in e^:changc lor their aid 
in the stinggle against Stalin, Trotsky, he maintained, was 
working ibr the military defeat and dismemberment of the 
Soviet Union, for he had pledged himself inter alia to cede the 
Soviet Ukraine to the Third Reich. Meanwhile he was organizing 
and directing industrial sabotage in the Soviet Union; cata- 
strophes in coal mines, factories, and on the railways, mass 
poisonings of Soviet w orkers, and repeated attempts on the lives 

1 The Archives^ Closed Section. 
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of Stalin and other members of the Politbureau. The defendants 
echoed the prosecutor and elaborated his charges. One of them, 
Romm, who had been Izvesiyas correspondent in France, 
confessed that he had seen Trotsky in Paris in July 1933 and 
taken terroristic instructions fioin Ihm. P^atakov told the 
court that he had visited Trotsky in Oslo in December 1935 
and there taken orders from him.^ 

‘We listened to the radio, we opened the mail and the 
Moscow newspapers’, Natalya writes, ‘and we felt that insanity, 
absurdity, outrage, fraud, and blood weie Hooding us from all 
sides here in Mexico as in Norway. . . . \Vith pencil in hand 
Lev Davidovich, over-tense and over\\orkcd, often in fever, 
yet tireless, lists the foigerics whicli ha\(' grown so numerous 
that it becomes impossible to refute them. ’2 TIic trial last<'d a 
week and was followTd by executions Rad(‘k and Sokolnikov, 
however, were sen ((‘need to ten years’ imprisonment each. 

For lYotsky to refute the accusations wxrs indeed like 
w’restling and arguing \vith monstcjs in a nightmare. The trials 
were n\ore and more unreal in tlu'ir Ijoiror, and horrible in 
their imixalily. They seemed desigiu'd to paralyse' every 
critical thought and to render e\'ery rnguimut grotesquely 
inadequate. Yet even l)C'fore IVotsky had had the time to mar- 
shal his facts and arguments some of the charges wci e pricked. 
The Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs investigated the 
statement that Pyatakov had arri\ed in Oslo by plane from 
Berlin in December 1935 and seen Trotsky; and it ascertained 
that no plane coming from Beilin had landed at Osh') Aii port in 
that month and for many wTcks befon‘ and after; the Airport 
Authoi’ity issued a statf'inent to that {‘fleet. Y’rotsky then 
tcdc'grapln d these questions to tin' Mosu)W tribunal: \vhen 
exactly, on wHiat day and at what hour, had Pyatakcav landed ^ 
And where, ^\’lien, in \vhat circiimstanres had h(', Trotsky, 
received him? He asked similar questions about his alleged 
meetings wath Ronim.^ The Prosc'f ntoi aTic! the judges ignoied 
the questions, knowing full well th.at if' (he defendants tried 
to answer they wx)uld involve ihc'insclves in glaring contra- 
dictions and discredit the show. On 29 January, just before 
the end of the proceedings, Trotsky once again challenged 

1 Siidebnyi Otchet fw Delu Anti-Sovietskovo TroLshslskovo 7 sentra. 

“ In V. Serge, Vie et Mart de Ixon Trotsky, p. 1^58. ^ B.O., nos. 54--5, 1937 * 
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Stalin to demand his extradition. In an appeal to the League 
of Nations he declared himself ready to submit his case to a 
Commission on Political lerrorism which the League was 
su])posed to set up on Soviet initiative — he had already made 
one such appeal from Norway. The League kept silent; and 
Stalin onc(‘ again disregarded the demand for extradition. ^ In 
another effort to come to grips with his accusers Trotsky 
stated in a message to a public meeting in New York: 

... I am leady U) appear before a public and impartial Com- 
mission of Inquiry with documents, facts, and testimoni(’s . . . and 
to disclose the truth to the very end. I declare: If this Commission 
decides that I am ^^uilly in the slightest degree of the crimes which Stalin 
imputes to me, I pledge in advance to place myself voluntarily in the hands 
of the executioners of the G.P.U. ... I make this declaration before the 
entire world. I ask tlie Press to publish my words in the farthest 
corners of our planet. But, if the Commission establishes — do you 
hear me? do you hear me? — that the Moscow trials are a conscious 
and premeditated frame-up, 1 will not ask my accusers to place 
themselves voluntarily befoi e a firing squad. No, the eternal disgrace 
in the memory of human geiu'rations will be suflicient for them ! 
Do the accusers in the Kremlin hear me? I throw my defiance in 
their faces, and 1 await their reply 

About this time Trotsky’s two sons wttc linally linked with 
him in his ordeal — and here the story turns into the modern 
version of the Laocoon Icgcmd. Lyova, feeling that he was 
pursued by the G.P.U. , published in a French newspaper a 
statement saying that if he were to die suddenly the world 
should know that he had found his death at Stalinist hands -- 
no other version should deserve credence, for hc' was in 
good health and w^as not harbouring any thought of suicide. 
Sergei had l)(‘(‘n arrested at Krasnoyarsk in Siberia, according 
to the Russian Press, and ehaiged with attempting, on his 
fatlua ’s orders, a mass poisoning of workers in factories. ‘Stalin 
intends to extract a confession from my own son against me,’ 
'JVotsky noted. 'The G.P.U. will not hesitate to drive Sergei 
to insanity and then they will shoot him.’ Natalya came out 
with another appeal addressed in vain ‘To the Conscience of 
the World’.® ‘There were moments’, she recollected later, ‘when 

1 'Trebovanie Moei Vidachy\ 24 January 1937. The Archives. 

2 ‘I Stake my laft*’, Appendix II in The Revolution Betrayed. 

3 B.O., nos. 54 - 55 - 
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L.D. felt crushed' and 'remorseiiil at still being alive. “Perhaps 
my death could save Sergei?” he once told me. . . She alone 
knew of those moments. In the eyes of the world Trotsky 
remained indomitable, unflinching, and possessed of un- 
eonquerable energy. He never tired of summoning his followers 
to action and rousing flagging friends. This, for instance, is 
what he wrote to Angelica Balabaiioff, his old Zimmerwald 
associate, when he heard that the Moscow trials liad plunged 
her into deep pessimism: Tndignation, ang('r, rc'vulsion? Yes, 
even temporary wc-ariness. All this is human, only too human. 
But I will not believe that you have suceuinbed to pessimism. 

. . . This would be like passively and ]flaintively taking umbrage 
at history. How can one do that.^ History has to be taken as 
she is; and when she allows herself such extraordinary and 
filthy outrages, one must fight lu'r back with one’s fists.’- 
So he himself fought back. 

He undertook to establish his lull <ih[)i, to prove that not a 
single one of the Stalinist chaiges w<is or could have been true 
and to bring to light the political meaning of the gigantic 
frame-up. This was, in the view of many, an impossible task. 
He had to retrace all his whereabouts and a(:tiviti(‘s through 
all the years of his banishment; to assemble evidence from his 
enormous and partly scattered arcJiives and from newspapers 
in many languages; to collect testimonials and affidavits from 
former secretaries and bodyguards and from adhcKmts, some 
of whom had turned into opponents; and from Ministries, 
Consulates, police headquarters, travel agencic'S, landlords, 
householders, inn-keepers and casual acquaintances in various 
countries. Yet in a sense this vast and costly undertaking was 
bound to be useless. Those who wished to know the truth 
could very well grasp it without such a mass of detailed evi- 
dence, while people with indifferent or closed minds were not 
to be persuaded anyhow. Nor \^as it likely that posterity 
would ever require such an accumulation of testimonies in 
order to be able to form its opinion. 7'rotsky, the great con- 
troversialist might well have been satisfied with exposing the 
trials on their internal evidence alone, as Lyova and a few 

1 Sergr, op. cit., p. 266. 

Trotsky to A. Balabaiiofl’, who was tJicn living as exile in New 'V'ork. Tetter of 
3 February 1937 in The A? chives^ CJloscd Section. 
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friends -and Bernard Shaw — urged him to do^ But it was 
eliaracteristic of the man’s relentless meticulousness that once he 
Jiad lesolvcd to put the whole record straight, he left nothing 
to chance, allowed not a single relevant incident to remain 
undocumented and omitted not a single affidavit from the 
dossier. He behaved as if he were reckoning with the possibility 
tliat Stalin’s forgery might endure for ages; and for the ages he 
was preparing a foolproof and indestructible alibi. 

This nerve-racking labour took him many months. He put 
all his strength into it and drove his secretaries and adherents 
remorselessly, and above all Lyova, who in Paris performed 
the major part of the work. He bi'ookcd no delay, no con- 
tradiction, no excuse. At the slightest sign of a let-down he 
thi'catcnecl to ‘br eak off all relations’ first with Shachtman and 
then with Naville and to ‘denounce their sabotage or even 
worse’, although both men did their best to assist him. In the 
first letter to I.yova from Mexico he was already venting dis- 
appointment at not having received a pile of testimonies he 
had expected to find on arrival. After a fortnight or so he was 
bursting with impatience; and every letter to Lyova was bitter 
with reproach. Why had the papers relating to his Copen- 
hagen trip not yet come? Was this not ‘a plain crime’? Why 
were some testimonies not validated legally by Commissioners 
of Oaths? Why were the signatures under others illegible? 
Why were the dates not precise? Why were certain place- 
names not indicated beyond all possibility of misunderstanding? 
From week to week his tone grew more scolding and brutal. 
‘Today I have received your letter . . . with the usual excuses . . . 
and the usual promises . . .’ he wrote to Lyova on 15 February, 
‘but I have had enough of excuses and have long since ceased 
to believe in promises!’ Lyova’s ‘slovenliness bordered on 
treachery’. ‘After all the experiences of recent months I must 
say that I have not yet had a day as black as this one, when I 
opened your envelope, confident I would find the affidavits 
ill it and instead found only apologies and assurances.’ ‘It is 
difficult to say which are the worst blows, those that come 
from Moscow or those from Paris.’^ He planned the opening of 

i For liernard Shaw’s Oi)iiiion sec further pj). 369 70. Lyova expressed his mis- 
givings in a letter to his mother (8 March 1937), The Archives, Closed Section. 

^ The Archives, Closed Section. Letters of i and 15 February 1937. 
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a counter-trial for the spring; and he was afraid that the 
dossier would not be ready in time. 'I’he Blue House looked 
almost like a sweat shop in these days, with the secretaries, 
Trotsky himself, and Natalya tninslating, copying, and typing 
endless papei's. At the same time lu^ Idled pages in American 
newspapers with his comments, tried to make his views intelli- 
gible to the Mexican Press, and arranged for ‘Commissions of 
Inquiry’ to be set up in various eountiii's. Obsessed with the 
importance of what he was doing, suspicious of every hitch, 
apprehensive of interference by the C.P.U., and despairing 
perhaps of ever finishing the job, he fell no inhibition about 
prodding and chiding Lyova, ^vh()s(‘ life and honour were as 
much at stake as his own. So indec'd might Laocoon have 
upbraided his sons and goaded them on to strain every nerve 
in fighting off the giaiit snakes in whose strangulating coils 
they had all been caught, lather and sons. 

Lyova was huit and wounded in his filial devotion. While 
Trotsky was interned in Norway he had ste pped bravely into 
the breach. But the incubus with wliicL he was struggling was 
stronger than himself; and he had looked forward to the day 
when his father would be released and take the burden on his 
own broad shoulders. He was distressed now to see that his father 
was so wrought up and irate. He still doubted the value of the 
whole undertaking and wrote to Natalya that Stalinas Crimes^ the 
short book Trotsky had written en route to Mexico, was a fin* more 
effective riposte than any ‘counter-trial’, or the work of any 
Commissions of Inquiry, could b(\ Yet, onc:e his father had 
decided to establish his alibi, Lyova put all his heart into the 
Job. It was not his fault that progress was slow and misunder- 
standings arose. Prom Hurum, for instance, I’rotskyhad directed 
him to arrange a countei-trial in Switzerland; but in the mean- 
time it had been decided to hold it in America. Lyova, not 
knowing about this, was still busy with preparations in Switzer- 
land. This brought him a severe rebuke from his father, who 
threatened to cut off all the money needed and to take all 
further w^ork out of Lyova’s hands, and entrust it to Naville 
(in whom he had always had so little confidence).^ The 
gathering of testimonies was impeded by the animosities of 
the Trotskyist sects: Lyova had to obtain many statements 

1 Trotsky to Lyova, 24 February, 5 ami 16 March 1937, ibid. 
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from members of the Molinier group whom Trotsky had dis- 
owned; and he liad to use tact and diplomacy. He was over- 
worked and depressed. He too was engaged in th(‘ Press 
cam])aign against the trials: his artieles appeared now and 
then in the Manchester Guardian, He went on looking after his 
father’s publisliing aflairs, collected royalties, forwarded them 
regularly to Mexico, paid parental debts in Norway and 
France*, and bie)ught e^ut the Bulletin. Olleneleel by his father’s 
censenioLisne^ss, sensing that he was being ensnai'cd by the 
G.P.U., deeply unhappy in his family life, he be\gan at the age 
of thirty to suflVr from persistent insomnia. He grew weary 
and exhausted. 

As usual, he opened his heart only to his mother: (‘Darling 
Mamochka, I have no doubt that you alone are not cross with 
me Ibr my silence or for anything else.’) But he also met his 
father’s reprimands with this }X)ignant reproach: ‘. . . I have 
had to carry out, in very difficult conditions, part of the work 
which would otherwise have burdened yourself; and 1 have 
had to do it without the necessary authority and without the 
assistance you have; sometimes I do not even have the money 
to buy postage stamps. I thought that I could count on your 
support. Instead you are making me your butt and Lire telling 
all and sundry about my “criminLil carelessness”. . . . Even 
if I bear a share of responsibility fur the di'lay with the Copen- 
hagen documents this does not . . .justify your attitude towards 
me.’* Harassed, and dejected, Lyova eonlidcd all the more 
trustingly in lL.tiennc, whom no one seemed to equal in in- 
g(*nuity, industry, and devotion to the cause. 

Trotsky at first hoped that the counter-trial would be set 
on a scLde appropriate to the provocation, that it would be 
conducted in such a way as to shake the conscience of the 
international labour movement. He sought to associate the 
Second International with it and the so-called Amsterdam 
International of the Tnide Unions. On his Lidvice, Lyova had 
approached Friedrich Adler, the Secretary of the Second 
International, who had of his own accord denounced the 
Moscow purges as ‘medieval witch hunts’. Adler did what he 
could; yet all he achieved was that after much delay the 
Executive of the International issued a statement condemning 

^ Lyova lo Trotsky, 8 Man li ihicL 
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the purges; it refused to take part in any inquiry or counter- 
trial. So did the Trade Unions’ International. Both these 
organizations, their German and Austrian sections suppressed 
by Hitler and Dolfuss, were under tlic thumb of Leon Blum; 
and as head of the Popular Front government he depended 
on Stalinist support. Blum was embarrassed even by the 
International’s platonic declaration against the purges; and 
he used his influence to prevent any further action by his own 
party and by ‘fraternal sections’. And so the western European 
Social Democrats, usually so eager to defend the ‘freedoms and 
rights of the individual’ against communism, preferred this time 
to observe a diplomatic silence, or even to exculpate Stalin. ‘The 
International’, as Trotsky put it, ‘boycotted its own Secretary.’ 
This reduced in advance the effectiveness of' any counter-trial : 
without the Socialist parties and the 'Fracle Unions no campaign 
could engage the attention of the woiking classes.^ 

Trotsky’s adherents then tried to enlist the support of 
eminent intellectuals of the left. This did not quite suit Trotsky, 
who often derided the ‘peace committees’, ‘peace congresses’, 
and ‘Anti-fascist parades’ for which the Stalinists assembled 
galaxies of literary and academic ‘stars’; he despised the 
showy snobbery of such stage effects, especially when the Com- 
intern substituted them for solid and united action by the labour 
movement. He reproached his American followers for failing 
to draw workers into the ‘Committees for Trotsky’s Defence’; 
but he had no choice in the matter.^ 

Yet the response of the intelligentsia was also disappointing, 
for the Stalinists, who in France, Spain, Britain, and the 
United States exercised a strong influence on them, brought to 
bear upon the intelligentsia every means of moral pressure to 
pn'vent them JVorn lending the slightest support to any protest 
against the purges. From Moscow, wliere the flower of Russian 
literature and art was being exterminated, the voices of Gorky, 
Sholokhov, and Ehrenburg could be heard, joining in the 
chorus that filled the air with the ciy, ‘Shoot the mad dogs!’ 
In the West literary celebrities like 'Fheodore Dreiser, Leon 

^ B.O.^ nos. 5G-57, 1937; Lyova’s correspondence with F. Adler in 193G. The 
Archives f Closed Sec tion. 

2 Sec the Internal Bulletin of the S.W.P. (the American T’rotskyisl party), March- 
April 1940. (d’he question was raised then, in the course of Trotsky’s controversy 
witli Shachtman and Burnham.) 
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Feuchtwanger, Barbusse, and Aragon echoed the cry; and a 
man like Remain Rolland, the admirer of Ghandi, the enemy 
of violence, the ‘humanitarian conscience’ of his generation, 
used his sweetly evangelical voice to justify the massacre in 
Russia and extol the master hangman — with such zeal that 
Ti'otsky thought of suing him for defamation. Where Gorky 
and Rolland gave the cue, hosts of minor humanitarians and 
moralists followed suit with little or no sci uple. Their mani- 
festoes and appeals in support of Stalin make strange reading. 
In the United States, for instance, they declared a boycott 
on the Commission of Inquiry set up under John Dewey’s 
auspices. They waimed ‘all men of good will’ against assisting 
the Commission, saying that critics of the Moscow trials were 
interfering in domestic Soviet affairs, giving aid and comfort 
to fascism, and ‘dealing a blow to the forces of progress’. The 
manifesto was signed by Theodore Dreiser, Granville Hicks, 
Corliss Lament, Max Lerner, Raymond Robins, Anna Louise 
Strong, Paul Sweezy, Nathaniel West, and many professors 
and artists, quite a few of whom were to be in the forefront 
of the anti-communist crusades of the nineteen-forties and 
nineteen-fifties.^ Louis Fischer and Walter Duranty, popular 
experts on Soviet affairs, vouched for Stalin’s integrity, Vysh- 
insky’s veracity, and the G.P.U.’s humane methods in obtain- 
ing confessions from Zinoviev, Kamenev, Pyatakov, and 
Radek. Even Bertram D. Wolfe, a member of the Lovestonite 
Opposition long expelled from the Communist party, still 
gave Stalin credit for saving the revolution from the Trotsky- 
ite-Zinovievite conspiracy.^ In the Jcwish-American Press 


1 See, c.g., the manifesto puV)Ushed in Soviet Russia To-day, issue ol March 1937. 

2 ‘Today, whalever his [Trotsky’s] subjective intentions may be, and 1 shall not 
try to judge them, his objective role is to mobih/,c labour sentiment against the 
Soviet Union. He lias ordeied his followers in France to enter the Socialist Inter- 
national. He has de})arted ever further from communist fundamentals. . . . He has 
even come out lor civil war in the Soviet Union and thus become an open enemy 
of the class and land he once served so failhiully.’ Thus Bertram D. Wolfe wrote 
about IVolsky in 193b! {* Things we want to know* Workers’ Age Publications.) Only 
wIk'ii the Cheat Purges weie coming to a close, shortly before Bukharin appeared 
in the dock, did Wolie, the ‘Clommunist fundamentalist’, express (in The New 
Republic ol 24 November 1937) his regret at having given moral support to the 
purges. I’his led Trotsky to remark that W^olfe had still a lot of things to learn 
and un-Icarn in order to avoid committing grievous mistakes in the future. In 
later years Wolfe attacked other wi iters (who had always denounced the Stalinist 
purges) as ‘apologists for Stalin*. 
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writers who had hitherto described themselves as ‘Trotsky’s 
admirers’ turned against him when he spoke of the anti- 
semitic undertones of the Moscow trials. The editor of one such 
paper wrote: ‘This is the first time that we of the Jewish Press 
have heard such an accusation. We have been accustomed to 
look to the Soviet Union as to our only consolation, as far as 
anti-semitism is concerned. ... It is unforgivable that Trotsky 
should raise such groundless charges against Stalin.’^ 

Hypocrisy, bigotry, and the simple-minded fear of aiding 
Hitler by criticizing Stalin were not the only motives. Some 
of the intelligentsia saw no point in Trotsky’s refutations. 
Charles A. Beard, America’s distinguished historian, held 
that it was not ‘incumbent upon Trotsky to do the impossible, 
that is to prove a negative by positive evidence. It is incum- 
bent upon his accusers to produce more than confessions, to 
produce corroborating evidence. . . Bernard Shaw also 
rejected the idea of a counter-trial and wrote: ‘I hope Trotsky 
will not allow himself to be brought before any narrower 
tribunal than his reading public where his accusers are at his 
mercy. . . . His pen is a terrific weapon.’ A month later he wrote 
less sympathetically: ‘The strength of Trotsky’s case was the in- 
credibility of the accusations against him. . . . But Trotsky spoils 
it all by making exactly the same sort of attacks on Stalin. Now I 
have spent nearly three hours in Stalin’s presence and observed 
him with keen curiosity, and I find it just as hard to believe that 
he is a vulgar gangster as that Trotsky is an assassin. Shaw was, 
of course, evading the issue, for Trotsky did not make ‘exactly 


1 B. Z. ( joldbcrg in tlu" New York Tag of 26 and 27 January 1937. At tins time 
Trotsky rc-formulatcd his views on the Jewish problem. In an interview with the 
Torwarts, another Amciiean-Jewish daily, he admitted that rcecnl cxpiTieiue with 
anti-scmitism in the Tliird Reicli and even in tlie U.S.S.R. had eaused liim to give 
up his old hope for tlic ‘a.ssirnihilion’ of the Jews with the natiou.s among whom 
they lived, lie had arrived at the view that even uiid<-r socialism tlie Jewish 
question would require a ‘tenitorial solution’, 1 e, that thi* Jews would need to be 
settled in tlicir own homeland, lie did not behe\e, howiwia, that this would be in 
Palt‘stine, that Zionism would be able to solve the pioblem, or that it (ould b(‘ 
solved under eapitalism. d’lie longei the dccaving boujgeois soeiety survives, he 
argued, the more vicious and barbaious will anti-.seniitism grow all over the 
world. The Archives^ 2d January 1937. 

“ Qiioted from The Case of Leon Trotsky^ p. 4(1}. 

^ G. B. Shaw in letters to the Secretary of the Biitish Ckimmittec for the Defence 
of Leon Trotsky, 20 June and 21 July 1937. Quoted from the Archives of the 
Gonimittee and the I’rotsky Archwesj Glosed Section. 
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the same sort of attacks on Stalin’. Yet, unlike Rolland, Shaw 
did not carry his friendship for Stalin to the point of justifying 
the purges. He saw there a conflict not between right and 
wrong but between right and right, an historic drama of the 
kind he had depicted in iV. J^oan (which he had written about 
the time of the first anathema on Trotsky), a clash between the 
revolutionary fighting for the future and the established power 
defending the legitimate interests of the present. Andre 
Midraux declared likewise that ‘Trotsky is a great moral force 
in the world, but Stalin has lent dignity to mankind; and just 
as the Inquisition did not detract from the fundamental dignity 
of Christianity, so the Moscow trials do not detract from the 
fundamental dignity [of communism].’^ 

Berthold Brecht’s response was similar. He had been in 
some sympathy with Trotskyism and was shaken by the 
purges; but he could not bring himself to break with Stalinism. 
He surrendered to it with a load of doubt on his mind, as the 
capitulators in Russia had done; and he expressed artistically 
his and their predicament in Galileo Galilei, It was through the 
prism of the Bolshevik experience that he saw Galileo going 
down on his knees before the Inquisition and doing this from 
an ‘historic necessity’, because of the people’s spiritual and 
political immaturity. The Galileo of his drama is Zinoviev, 
or Bukharin or Rakovsky dressed up in historical costume. 
He is haunted by the ‘fruitless’ martyrdom of Giordano Bruno; 
that terrible example causes him to surrender to the Inquisition, 
just as Trotsky’s fate caused so many communists to surrender 
to Stalin. And Brecht’s famous duologue: ‘Happy is the 
country that produces such a hero’ and ‘Unhappy is the 
people that needs such a hero’ epitomizes clearly enough 
the problem of Trotsky and Stalinist Russia rather than 
Galileo’s quandary in Renaissance Italy.^ 

To Stalin’s apologists and to those who washed their hands, 


1 Quoted I'rom a summary ol’ Malraux’s speech at a banquet given in his honour 
by the editorial staff of The Nation. ('The summary was sent to Trotsky by one of 
his followers and is in The Archives, CUosed Section.) Malraux had come to the 
United States with Stalinist backing and was trying to rally support for the 
International Brigades lighting in Spain. Somewhat earlier Trotsky had attacked 
him for his attitude towards the purges. 

2 Brecht wrote the original version of Galileo Galilei in 1937-8, at the height of 
the Great Purges. 
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Trotsky replied with an anger which, however justified, made 
him look like the proverbial animal mediant and gave lukewarm 
‘defenders of the truth’ an excuse for silence. That Sidney 
and Beatrice Webb refused to join in the protest was not 
surprising; they had by now become Stalin’s admirers. But 
even men like Andre Gide and H. G. Wells, whose first impulse 
was to support the counter-trial, decided in the end to keep 
aloof. The scope of the campaign thus remained rather narrow; 
and the various Committees in Defence of Trotsky were com- 
posed mostly of declared anti-Stalinists and some anti-com- 
munists of long standing; and this restricted still further the 
effect of their action. 

In March 1937 the American, the British, the French, and 
the Czechoslovak Committees formed a Joint Commission of 
Inquiry which was to conduct the counter-trial. Its members 
wer(': Alfred Rosmer; Otto Ruhle, distinguished as the mem- 
ber of the Reichstag, who alone with Karl Liebknecht had 
voted against war in 1 914-15; Wendelin Thomas, also a 
former communist member of the Reiclislag; Carlo Tresca, a 
well-known anarcho-syndicalist; Suzanne La Follette, a radical, 
strongly anti-Marxist American writer; Benjamin Stolberg, 
and John R. Chamberlain, journalists; Edward A. Ross, 
Professor of Wisconsin University; CUrlton Beals, a University 
lecturer; and Francisco Zamorra, a leftish Latin American 
writer. Apart from Rosmer, none of the mernbeis had ever 
been associated with Trotsky - most of them were his political 
opponents. The Commission owed its authority mainly to 
John Dewey, its chairman, America’s leading philosopher and 
educationist who was also reputed to be a friend of the Soviet 
Union. John F. Finerty, famous as Counsel of Defence in 
great American political trials, especially those of Tom 
Mooney and Sacco and Vanzetti, acted as the Commission’s 
legal counsel. 

Trotsky was not at first confident that the Commission 
would be up to its task. The names of most of its members 
told him little or nothing; and he had doubts even Jibout its 
chairman. He wondered whether Dewey, w^ho was nearly 
eighty, was not too old and too remote from the issues before 
the Commission. Would he not fall asleep during the hearings? 
Would he be able to cope with the enormous documentary 
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cvidciK'r? And would ho as ‘IViond of the Soviet Union’ not 
])(* inclined to wliitewash Stalin ? James Burnham, who was 
active in oii^anizing the Commission, laid these doubts at 
rest; ‘Dewey is old . . he wrote to Trotsky, ‘but his mind is 
still keen and his personal integrity beyond question. It was 
he, you will recall, who wrote the most searching analysis of 
the Sac eo-V'anzetti case. He will judge the evidemee not per- 
haps as a politician . . . but as a scientist and a logician. He 
will not sleep during the hearings. ... It would be a great 
c-rror to underestimate him. . . . Uewey is, ol course, not a 
Marxist; and all his personal integrity and intelligence does not 
prevent him from being politically on the fence. In that sense 
we cannot, obviously, be “quite sure” of him. . . 

Dc'wey’s accession to the Committee was an act almost 
heroic. Philosophically he was Trotsky’s adversary — they were 
presently to clash in public controversy over dialectical materi- 
alism. For all his radicalism, he stood for the ‘American 
way of life’ and parliamentary democracy. As a pragmatist, 
he was inclined to favour the ‘undoctrinaire’ and ‘piactical’ 
Stalin against Trotsky, th(* ‘dogmatic Marxist’. In taking upon 
himself, at his age, the burden of presiding over the inquiry, 
he had to break many old associations and give up old friend- 
ships. The Stalinists went out of their way to dissuade him. 
When they failed, they shiank from no obloquy and slander 
their mildest aspersion on him was that he had ‘fallen for 
Trotsky’ from sheer senility. 'I'he New Republic^ of which he 
had been a founder and on whose editorial board h(‘ had sat 
for nearly a quarter of a centuiy, turned against him; and he 
resigned from it. His next of kin implored him not to tarnish 
the lustre of his name by participating in a shady and shabby 
business. Intrigue and harassment only hardened his resolve. 
The fact that so many influences were set in motion to obstruct 
his action, openly and surreptitiously, was to him an argument 
in its favour. He put aside work on a treatise Logic: the Theory 
of Inquiry^ which he regarded as his magnum opus, in order to 
plunge into the practical experience of this particular inquiry. 
In the course of weeks and months he pored over the blood- 
reeking pages of the oflicial reports of the Moscow trials, 
over Trotsky’s voluminous writings and correspondence, and 

^ Burnham to Trotsky, i April 1937, The Archives. Closed Sc( tion. 
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mountains of other documents. He took notes, compared facts, 
dates, and allegations, until he was thoroughly versed in all 
aspects of the case. Again and again he had to resist intimida- 
tion and threats. Nothing shook his equanimity or weakened 
his energy. The Commission was to cross-examine Trotsky as 
chief witness; and as theie was no cliance that the American 
Government would allow him to come to New York, Dewey 
decided to carry out the investigation in Mexico. He was 
warned that the Mexican Federation of Workei's would not 
allow the counter-trial to take place; tliat he and his com- 
panions would be met with hostile demonstrations on the 
frontier; and that they would be mobbed. Unmoved, the old 
philosopher pursued his course. His mind was open. Though 
he was convinced that Trotsky’s guilt liad not been proven in 
Moscow, he was not yet sure of 'Trotsky’s innocence. Deter- 
mined not only to maintain strict impartiality, but to make the 
impartiality evichait to all, he never met Trotsky outside the 
Commission’s public sessions, although he ‘would have liked 
to talk to him infoi inally as man to man’.^ 

The Commission opened its healings on lo April. It had 
intended to hold them in a large hall in the centre of Mexico 
City; but it gave up the idea in order to avoid public dis- 
turbance and to save money. Th(‘ sessions were ludd at the 
Blue House, in Trotsky’s study. ‘Jlic atmosphere was tense. 
I’here was a police guard outside . . . visitors were searched for 
guns and identified by a secretary of Trotsky who was, himself, 
armed.’ The French windows of the room facing the street 
‘were covered, and behind each of them there were six-foot 
barricades of cemented brick and sand bags. . . . 'These brick 
barricades had been completed the night before.’ About 
fifty people were present, including reporters and photo- 
graphers. The hearings were conducted in accordance with 
American judicial proceduie. Dewey had invited the Soviet 
Embassy and the Communist parties of Mexico and the 
United States to send representatives and take pait in the 
cross examination; but the invitations were ignored. ^ 


^ This account is based cm uliat Dewey Jiirascll' and Dr. Ratner, his secretary, 
told me it! 1950. 

2 The Case of Leon Trotsky, aj)pcndix III; See also James Farrell in John Dew^, 
(A Symposium, edited by Sidney Hook) p. 361. 
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In a Inicf inaugural statement Dewey declared that the 
Commission was neither a court nor a jury but merely an 
investigating body. ‘Our function, is to hear whatever testi- 
mony Mr. 'hrotsky may present to us, to cross-examine him, 
and to give (he l esults of our investigation to the full Com- 
mission of which we are part. . . .’ The title of the American 
C-ommittee for the Defence of Leon Trotsky did not mean that 
th(‘ Cknnmitlee stood for Trotsky; it acted ‘in the American 
tradition’, on the belief that ‘no man should be cemdemned 
without a chance to defend himself’. Its aim was to secure a 
fair trial where there was a suspicion that the accused man 
was denied such a trial. The case was comparable with the 
cases of Mooney and of Sacco and Vanzetti; but the latter 
could at least make their pleas before a legally constituted 
court, whereas Trotsky and his son had twice been declared 
guilty in their absence by the highest Soviet tribunal; and his 
repeated demands that the Soviet Government ask for his 
extradition, which would have brought him automatically 
before a Norwegian or a Mexican court, had been ignored. 
‘That he has been condemned without the opportunity to be 
heard is a matter ol* utmost concern to the Commission and 
the conscience of the wdiole world.’ Explaining his own 
motives lor participation, Dew^ey said that having given liis 
life to social education, he treated his present w^ork as a great 
social and educational task-— ‘to act otherwise would be to be 
false to my life’s work’. 

The proceedings lasted a lull week and took up thirteen 
long sessions. Dewey, Finerty, A. Goldman, Trotsky’s lawyer, 
and others cross-examined Trotsky on every detail of the 
charges and the evidence. At times the cross-examination almost 
turned into a political dispute, when some of the examiners 
insisted on Trotsky’s and Lenin’s moral co-responsibility for 
Stalinism, and Trotsky refuted the imputation. There was not 
a single question into which he refused to go or which he 
dodged. Despite the controversial interludes, the hearings 
proceeded calmly and smoothly; they were disturbed only 
once by the so-called Beals incident. 

Carlton Beals, a member of the Commission, repeatedly 
addressed to Trotsky questions w4iich were more or less 
irrelevant but showed a marked pro-Stalinist bias and were 
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extremely oflensivc in form. Trotsky answered composedly 
and to the point. Towards the end of a long session on i6 April, 
Heals went into a political argument and maintained that while 
Stalin, the expounder of socialism in one country, represented 
the mature statesmanship of Bolshevism, Trotsky was some- 
thing of an incendiary bent on fomenting world revolution. 
Trotsky replied that in the Moscow trials he had been described 
as the fomentor not of revolution but of count('r-rcvolution 
and as Hitler’s ally. B(\ils then asked him whether he knew 
Borodin, Stalin’s lormei' emissary to (Ihina and adviser to 
Chiang Kai-shek. IVotsky replied that he had not met him 
personally although he had, of course, known oldiim. But, Beals 
asked, had Trotsky not sent Borodin to Mexico in 1919 or 
T920 in order to found the Connnuiiist party there? The 
question suggested that Trotsky had lied to the Commission 
and moreover that he had tried to fonnait 1 evolution even in 
the country that was giving him shelter at present. The 
exchange grew hot. With his Norwegian experience still fresh, 
Trotsky suspected that the question might have been designed 
to incite Mexican opinion against him, to rob him of asylum, 
and to disrupt the counter-trial. He pointed out that he had 
always set his hopes on world revolution, but had sought to 
promote it by politically legitimate means, not by staging 
coups in foreign countries. The allegation that he had sent 
Borodin to Mexico in 1919 20 was I'antastic. At that time, at 
the height of civil war, he hardly ever left his military train; 
he had his eyes fixed on the maps of his fronts and had nearly 
forgotten ‘all his world geography’. 

Beals emphatically reiterated his allegation and added 
that Borodin himself had declared that Tiotsky had sent him 
to Mexico, and also that already in T919 the Soviet Com- 
munist party was torn between the slatesnuai and the Ibrnentors 
of revolution. ‘May I ask the souh (‘ of this sensational com- 
munication?’, Trotsky inquired. ‘Is it published?’ Ht is not 
published’, said Beals. T can only give the advices to the 
Commissioner to say to his informant that he is a liar’, "i’rotsky 
retorted. ‘Thank you, Mr. Trotsky. Mr. Borodin is the liar.’ 
‘Very possible’, was Trotsky’s laconic reply. Before the end of 
the hearing he protested against Beals’s ‘tendentious Stalinist 
tone’. The incident looked to him more and more sinister. 
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The- Borodin afBiir had nothing to do with the Moscow trials 
and se(Tned to have been dragged in only to embarrass him 
and tlie Mexican Government. And so at the opening of the 
next session he once again denied Beals’s assertion and asked 
tlie Coinniission to throw light on its source. If Beals had his 
information diiectly from Borodin, let him say where and 
Avlum lie obtained it. If, indirectly, then in what way, through 
whom and when did he get it? A probing into these questions 
should reveal a d(‘sign aiming at disiupting the counter-trial. 
‘If Mr. Beals himself is not consciously and directly involved 
in this new intrigue, and I will hope that he is not, he must 
hasten to present all the necessary explanations in order to 
p(TTnit the Commission to unmask the true source of the 
intrigue.’ As Beals rellised to reveal that source, the Com- 
mission censured him in private session; and he resigned from 
the Commission. "Jl'ie incident had no further sequel.^ 

The results c>l' the cioss-examination were summed up by 
Trotsky himself in his final plea on 17 April. ^ Showing signs 
ol strain and I'atigue, he asked to be allowed to read his state- 
ment sitting. He began by pointing out that either he and nearly 
all members of Lenin’s Politbureau were traitors to the Soviet 
Union and communism, as the accusers in Moscow claimed, 
or else Stalin and his Politbureau were forgers. Tertium non 
datur. It was said that to delve into this question was to inter- 
fere with the domestic affairs of the Soviet Union, the Father- 
land oi' the woikcT’s of the world. It would be ‘a strange 
Fatherland’ whose affairs the workcis were not allowed to 
discuss. Fie himself and his family had been deprived of Soviet 
citizenship; they had no choice but to place themselves ‘under 
the protection of international public opinion’. To those who, 
like Charles A. Beard, held that the onus of the proof lay on 
Stalin, not on him, and that it was anyhow impossible to 
‘disprove a negative with positive evidence’, lie replied that the 
legal conception of an alibi presupposed the possibility of 
such a disproof and that he was in a position to establish his alibi 
and to demonstrate the ‘positive fact’ that Stalin had organized 
‘the greatest frame-up in history’. 

The juridical examination of the case, however, was ‘con- 
cerned with the form of the frame-up and not with its essence\ 
1 The Case of Leon Trohky, pp. 41 1-17. “ Ibid., pp. 459-585. 



THE ‘hell-black night' 377 

which was inseparable from the political background of the 
purges, the ‘totalitarian oppression, to which ... all are sub- 
jected, accused, witnesses, judges, counsel, and even the pro- 
secution itself’. Under such oppression a trial ceases to be a 
juridical process and becomes a ‘play, with tlie roles prepared 
in advance. The defendants appear on the scene only after a 
series of rehearsals which give the director in advance com- 
plete assurance that they will not overstep the limits of their 
roles’. There was no room for any contest between prosecution 
and defence. The chief actors performed their parts at pistol 
point. ‘The play can be performed well or badly; but that is a 
question of inquisitorial technique and not of justice.’ 

In evaluating the accusation one must consider the political 
record of the defendants. A crime usually arises from the 
criminal’s character or is at least compatible with it. The cross- 
examination was therefore necessarily concerned with his and 
the other defendants’ work in the bolshevik partv and with 
their roles in the revolution; and in the light of these the 
crimes imputed to them were utterly incompatible with their 
characters. That was why Stalin had to falsify their records. 
The classical criterion Ciii prodesi? had to be applied here. 
Was or could the assassination of Kirov^ be of any advantage 
to the Opposition? Or was it of advantage to Stalin, whom it 
provided with a pretext for the extermination of the Opposi- 
tion? Gould the Opposition hope to benefit in any way from 
acts of sabotage in coal mines, factories, and on the railways ? 
Or did the government, whose insistence on ovia-hasty in- 
dustrialization and whose bureaucratic neglect had caused 
many industrial disasters, seek to exculpate itself by blaming 
the Opposition for these disasters? Gould tin' Opposition gain 
anything from an alliance with Hiller and the Mikado? Or 
was Stalin making j^olitical ca]nlal out of the defendants’ 
confessions that they were Hitler’s allies? 

It would have been suicidal folly for the Opposition to 
commit any of these crimes. I’he unreality of the accusation 
accounted for the prosecution’s inability to produce any 
valid evidence. The conspiracy of which Vyshinsky spoke 
was supposed to have gone on for many years and to have 
had the widest ramifications in the Soviet Union and abroad. 
Most of its supposed leaders and participants had all these 
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years been in the G.P.U.’s hands. Yet the G.P.U. could not 
adduce any realistic data or even a single factual piece of evi- 
deiK e lor the gigantic conspiracy — only confessions, confessions, 
endless confessions. The ‘plot had no flesh and blood’. The 
men in the dock related not any specific events or actions of 
the conspiracy but only their conversations about it — the court 
proceedings were a conversation about conversations. The lack 
ol' all psychological verisimilitude and factual content showed 
that tlie spectacle had been enacted on the basis of an especially 
prepared ‘libretto’. Yet ‘a frame-up on such a colossal scale is 
too much even for the most powerful police . . . too many 
p(‘ople and circumstances, characteristics and dates, interests 
and documents ... do not fit . . . the ready-made libretto!’ ‘If 
one approaches the question in its artistic aspect, such a task 
— the dramatic concordance of hundreds of people and of 
innumerable circumstances — would have been too much even 
for a Shakespeare. But the G.P.U. does not have Shakespeares 
at its beck and call.’ As long as they were concocting events 
supposed to have taken place inside the U.S.S.R. they could 
still maintain a semblance of coherence. Inquisitorial violence 
could force defendants and witnesses to be consistent in some 
of their fantastic talcs. The situation changed when the threads 
of the plot had to be extended to foreign countries; and the 
G.P.U. had to extend them there in order to implicate him, 
the ‘public enemy number one’. Abroad, however, the facts, 
dates, and circumstances could be verified; and whenever this 
was done the story of the conspiracy fell to pieces. Not a single 
one of the ‘threads’ that were supposed to lead to Trotsky had 
led to him. It was established that the few defendants, David, 
Berman-Yurin, Romm, and Pyatakov, to whom he had 
allegedly given terrorist orders (in the presence of his son 
or otherwise) had not and could not have seen him (and his 
son) at the places and on the dates indicated, because either 
he (and his son), or they, were not and could not have been 
there. Yet, these contacts disproved, the whole accusation 
collapsed because his alleged contacts with Radck (through 
Romm) and Pyatakov were crucial to the ‘conspiracy’. All 
other accusations and testimonies had been based on, or 
derived from, Pyatakov’s and Radek’s confessions that they 
had acted as Trotsky’s chief agents and as the twin pillars of 
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the conspiracy. ‘All the testimony of the other accused rests 
upon our own testimony’, Radek himself had declared in 
court ; and their own testimony, which centred on the meetings 
with Trotsky in Paris and Oslo, rested on nothing. Tt is hardly 
necessary to demolish a building brick b\^ brick once the two 
basic columns on which it rests are throAxn down’, Trotsky 
pointed out; yet he went on demolishing the building ‘brick 
by brick’. 

He asked the Commission to consider that his own versions 
were full of that psychological and historical authenticity which 
was so conspicuously lacking in Moscow's versions; that the 
documentation he had placed before llu' (k)mniission reflected 
with extraordinary fullness his life and work over many years: 
and that had he committed any of the crinn^s, surely his papei's 
would betray him at one point or anotlna'. People who easily 
swallowed ( amels but strained at gnats were saying that he 
could have arranged all his archives and all the liles of his 
correspondence so as to camouflage his real d(‘signs. Yet for 
the purpose of camouflage one can i'oni])ose fiv(‘, ten, even a 
hundred documents -not thousands o(‘ letters addiessed to 
hundreds of persons, not hundreds of articles and dozens of 
books. No, he had not ‘built a skysciaj^er to camouflage a 
dead rat'. If someone had declared, foi' instance, that Diego 
Rivera was a secret agent of tin* (latholic Cdiurch, would not 
any jury investigating the accusation inspect Rivera’s fiescocs? 
And would anyone daie to say that the impassioned anti- 
clericalism evident in those frescoes was mere camouflage? 
No one can ‘pour out his heart's blood and nerves’ sap’ in 
works of art, history, and revolutionary politics just in order 
to deceive the world. How^ hollow by comparison wilh his 
documentation was Vyshinsky’s: all it consisted of were 
Trotsky’s letters: two to Mrachkovsky, three to Radek, one 
to Pyatakov, and one to Muralov —all faked! 

But w’hy had the defeiKhints made their confessions? He 
could hardly be expected to ofl'er piecise information about the 
G.P.U.’s inquisitorial techniques. ‘We could not here question 
Yagoda (he is now himself being questioned by Yezhov) 
or Yezhov, or Vyshinsky, or Stalin, or . . . their victims, 
the majority of whom have already been shot.’ However, 
the Commission had before it the affidavits of Russian and 
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European communists who had themselves been subjected to 
the (hP.U.'s techniques. It was all too often forgotten that 
those who made the confessions had not been active opposition 
leaders but capitulators, who had for years prostrated them- 
selves before Stalin. Their last confessions were the consumma- 
tion of a long scries of surrenders, the conclusion of a truly 
‘geometric progression of false accusations’. In the course of 
thirteen years Stalin had with their help erected a ‘Babel 
tower’ of slander. A dictator who used terror without inhibition 
and ‘could buy consciences like sacks of potatoes’ was well able 
to perform such a feat. But Stalin himself was terrified by his 
tower of Babel, for he knew that it must collapse after the first 
breach in it had been made- and made it w^ould be! 

Trotsky ended with an apotheosis of the October Revolution 
and of communism. Even under Stalin, he said, despite all 
the horror of the purges, Soviet society still represented the 
greatest progress in social organization mankind had so far 
achieved. The blame for the tragic degeneration of Bolshevism 
lay not on the revolution but on its failure to extend beyond 
Russia. For the time being Soviet workers were confronted with 
a choice between Hitler and Stalin. They preferred Stalin; 
and in this they were right: ‘Stalin is better than Hitler.’ As 
long as they saw no other alternative, the workers remained 
apathetic even in the face of the monstrosities of Stalinist rule. 
They would shed the apathy the very moment when any 
prospect appeared abroad of new victories for socialism. 
‘That is why I do not despair ... I have patience, lliree 
revolutions made me patient.’ 

The experience of my life, in which there has been no lack either 
of success or of failures, has not only not destroyed my faith in the 
clear, bright future of mankind, but, on the contrary, has given it 
an indestructible temper. This faith in reason, in truth, in human 
solidarity, which at the age of eighteen I took with me into the 
workers’ quarters of the provincial Russian town of Nikolayev — 
this faith I have preserved fully and completely. It has become 
more mature, but not less ardent. 

With these words, and with thanks to the Commission and 
its chairman, he concluded this apologia pro vita sua. 

For a long while the Commission sat in silence deeply 
shaken. Dewey had intended to sum up and close the 
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proceedings in a formal manner; instead he brought the 
hearings to an end with this single sc'nlence: ‘Anything I can 
say will be an anti-climax.’^ 

The record of the cross-examination is all the more remark- 
able because of the handicaps Irotsky had imposed upon 
himself. He often pulled his punches so as not to embarrass 
the Mexican Government unduly. He sought to explain the 
many involved issues between himself and Stalin not in his 
accustomed Marxist idiom, which might have been unin- 
telligible to his audience, but in the language of the pragmati- 
cally minded liberal- the dilliculty ol'such a translation can 
be appreciated only by those who have ever attempted it. 
Eager for personal contact with his listeners, he conducted 
his defence not in his native tongue or even in German or 
French but in English. His vocabulary was limited. His gram- 
mar and idiom were shaky. Stripped of the splendours of his 
mighty eloquence, denying himself the advantages which even 
the humdrum sjjeaker finds in the use of' his native language, 
he answered impromptu the most varied, complex, and 
unexpected questions. Day after day, and hearing after hearing, 
he searched for expression and struggled with the resistance ol' 
the language, frequ(‘ntly halting or stumbling into uninten- 
tionally comic sentences, and sometimes saying almost the 
opposite of what h(' meant to say, or failing to understand 
questions put to him. It was as if Demosthenes, his stammer 
uncured and his mouth full of pebbles, had come to court to 
fight for his life. Thus he recounted the events of his long 
career, expounded his beliels, described the many changes in 
the Soviet regime, analysed the issues that had sepaiated him 
from Stalin and Bukharin, but also fi'om Zinoviev and Kam- 
enev, portrayed the personalities, and delved into every phase 
of the terrible contest. 

By the end no question had been left unanswered, no import- 
ant issue blurred, no serious historic event unilluniinatcd. 
'Fhirteen years later Dewey, who had spent so much of his 
life in academic debate and was still as opposed as ever to 
Trotsky’s Weltanschauung, recalled with enthusiastic admiration 
‘the intellectual power with which Trotsky had assembled and 

1 Drwry added only a few formal announcements lonccrning the Commission’s 
further work. 
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organized the mass of his evidence and argumentation and 
conveyc'd to us the meaning of (‘very relevant fa(’t\ The 
ineisivc iiess of Trotsky’s logic got the better of his unwieldy 
sent(‘nces, and the claiity of his ideas shone through all his 
verhed blimdeiings. P^ven his wit did not succumb; it often 
relieved the gloom of his subject-matter. Above all, the in- 
t('gi ity of his case allowed him to overcome all external restraint 
and constraint. He stood where he stood like truth itself, un- 
kempt and unadorned, unarmoured and unshi(dded yet 
magniheent and invincible. 


It was to be several months before the Dewey Commission 
got ready with its verdict. Meanwhile, Trotsky had still to 
supplement the evidence he had laid before it; and he ke.pt the 
whole household busy. 'The cross-examination and the work 
connected with it had worn him out; and he did not recupc^rate 
during a brief stay in the country. For the rest of the spring 
and the summer he suflered again from sev(‘re headaches, 
dizziness, and high blood pi(‘ssui‘e and complained again 
about old ag(‘ that had ‘caught him by surprise’. I’he first 
echoes of the counter-trial weie less than faint.’ The strains in 
the family were scarcely diminished. ‘Dear Paj^a’, I.yova 
wrote towards the end ol' April, ‘you continue to subject me to 
your ostracism ... it is more than a month since I re- 
ceived any letter from you.’ Tiotsky, still dissatisfied with the 
way Lyova was managing the Bulletin, had again proposc'd to 
transfer it to New York; in reply Lyova calmly pointed out that 
the paper should remain in Europe where most of its readers 
were; and he again bitteily complained to his moth(‘r about the 
rough treatment he was getting. In a long and somewhat apolo- 
getic letter, Trotsky then tried to smooth matters out.^ He 


1 Botli the liritish and tlic Fmich Coniniiltecs for the Defence of licon Trotsky 
reported to Ck)yoacan that the newspapers of their respective countries were 
i^^noring the countcr-tiial almost completely. 

Lyova to Trotsky, 27 April; Trotsky to Lyova, 29 May, 1937. The Archives^ 
Closed Section. Over twenty years later Natalya told me that Trotsky had written 
‘a very long and very cordial letter* to Lyova which ‘cleared away all these mis- 
understandings’. She promised to find that letter, though she feared that it might 
have been laid astray. She probably had in mind the letter summarized here. 
This, however, did not quite succeed in ‘clearing the misunderstandings*. 
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explained to Lyova that having lost so many months in Norway 
before he could prepare for the counter-trial, he was then 
irritated by further delays and anxious to be able to place his 
full dossiers before the Dewey Commission; and he was con- 
vinced that the delays had been caused by Lyova’s reluctance 
to co-operate with comrades. He advised him to take a rest and 
steady his nerves: ‘great trials are still ahead for both of us’. 

The advice was timely enough, Lyova too was sulfering from 
headaches and fevers; and he did not have his father’s resi- 
lience. ‘What is left of my old strength?’ he wrote to his mother, 
hinting that he would presently need ‘a small operation’. He 
lived in poverty, but thought of helping his parents financially 
by earning a living as a factory w orker or gaining an academic 
scholarship. When Natalya urged him to write for nc'wspapers 
instead, he replied with a note offrustration : ‘Writing . . . comes 
with difficulty to me — I have to read, study, reflect, which 
requires time. ... Yet since I have been in emigration I have 
been burdened almost continually with technical and other 
chores. 1 am a beast of burden, nothing else. 1 do not learn, 
I do not read. I cannot aspire to do any literary work: I do not 
have the light touch and the talent that can partly replace 
knowledge.’^ This mood of frustration was suffused with 
tenderness and devotion. When his parents sent him back 
cheques he had collected from French publishers and ibrwarded 
to them, Lyova took only a little for himst'lf and divided the 
rest among needy comrades or paid it into the organization’s 
funds. He worried lest his father was expending his strength 
too recklessly and shatt(*ring his nerves. Why, he asked Natalya, 
had they not bought a car in Mexico and organized hunting or 
fishing trips ? Why did L.D. not play croqiu't of which he used 
to be so fond? ‘My dear darling Mamochka’, he wnote in reply 
to a rather sad letter from her, ‘. . . think only what might 
have happened if Stalin had not committed the “mistake” of 
banishing Papa? Papa would have been dead long ago. . . . Or 
if I had been allowed to return to the U.S.S.R. in 1929, if Sergei 
had been active in politics, or if Papa had been in Norway 
now, or, worse still, in lurkey? Kemal would have handed 
him over . . . things might have been far, far worse. These 

1 Lyova to his mother, 29 -30 June 1937. 

“ Letter ol' 7 July 1937. the AiihweSj Closed Section. 
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were poor consolations, of course; yet no better ones were at 
hand. 

About this time there occurred a somewhat tragi-comic 
incident in the family’s intimate life. Amid all these grim 
events and amid all her anguish, Natalya was troubled by 
marital jealousy. What caused it exactly is not quite clear: 
she is most discreet about this even in her letters to her hus- 
band, which leave no doubt on one point only — namely that 
this was the first time she felt she had reason to be jealous. 
Perhaps a less self-assured woman would have been jealous 
cailier, for Trotsky’s behaviour towards women, in those 
rare moments when he could notice them, was characterized 
by a sort of articulate gallantry, not free from male vanity 
and sensitiveness to female admiration. At any rate, a woman’s 
presence sometimes stimulated him to dashing displays of 
seductive verve and wit. There was old-fashioned chivalry 
and artistic finesse in these ‘flirtations’; yet they were some- 
what at variance with his high seriousness and his almost 
ascetic life. Natalya, however, was confident enough of his 
love not to take them amiss. But at Coyoacan she became 
acutely jealous of someone to whom she referred in her 
letters only by the initial F. 7b judge from circumstantial 
evidence, this may have been Frida Kahlo. Members of 
the household soon noticed a discord betw een the two women 
and a slight cooling off between their liusbands. We do 
not know whether Frida’s uncommon delicate beauty and 
artistry excited in Trotsky more than the normal gallantry or 
whether Natalya, now fifty-five, fell a prey to the jealousy 
that often comes with middle age. Enough that a ‘crisis’ 
ensued and botli Trotsky and Natalya were unhappy and 
miserable.^ 

In the middle of July he left Coyoacan and with his body- 
guard went to the mountains to get physical exercise, to do 
farmwork on a large estate, and to ride and hunt. Daily, some- 
times even twice daily, he wrote to Natalya. He had promised 
her to say nothing in his letters about her upset but ‘could not 
help breaking the promise’ : he implored her to ‘stop competing 
with a woman who meant so little’ to him while she, Natalya, 
was all to him. He was full of ‘shame and self-hatred’ and 

^ Sec their correspondence of July 1937. The Archives, CJlosed Section. 




y. Leon Srdov' i Lvova) 







THE ‘hell-black NIGHT* 385 

signed himself ‘your old faithful dog*. ‘How I love you, Nata, 
my only one, my eternal one, my faithful one, my love, my 
victim* * . / ‘Ah, if only I could still bring a little joy into your 
life. As I am writing this, after every two or three lines, I get 
up, walk about my room, and weep with tears of self-reproach 
and of gratitude to you; and I weep over old age that has 
caught us by surprise.’ Again and again the note of self-pity, 
which no stranger and no member of his household could 
ever detect in him, breaks through in these letters. ‘. . . I am 
still living with our yesterdays, with our pangs and memories, 
and with the torments of my suffering.’ Then his resilience 
and even joy of life come back: ‘All will be well, Nata, all will 
be well — only you must recover and get stronger.’ Once he 
relates to her somewhat teasingly how he ‘charmed’ a group 
of men, women, and children — ‘especially the women’ — who 
had visited him in the mountains. His vitality surges up and 
he feels a sexual craving for Natalya. He relates to her that he 
had just re-read the passage in Tolstoy’s memoirs where Tol- 
stoy describes how at the age of seventy he would come back 
from his riding full of desire and lust for his wife — he, Trotsky, 
at fifty-eight, was returning in the same mood from his strenu- 
ous escapades on horseback. In his craving for her he breaks 
into the slang of sex, and then feels ‘abashed at putting such 
words on paper for the first time in my life’ and ‘behaving 
just like a young cadet officer’. And as if to prove the nihil 
humarium . . ., he indulges in an odd marital recrimination. He 
rakes up a love affair Natalya was supposed to have had as far 
back as 1918; and he pleads that as he had never made her 
the slightest reproach and had never even mentioned that affair, 
she should not be too severe on him, who had not given her 
any ground for jealousy. In reply she explains the ‘affair’ of 
1918. This was just after she had been appointed Director of 
the Museums Department in the Commissariat of Education; 
she did not quite know how to organize her work; and one of 
her assistants, a comrade who was admittedly ‘infatuated’ 
with her, helped her. She was grateful and treated him with 
sympathy; without, however, reciprocating his feelings or 
allowing him any intimacy. This gently comic recrimination, 
in which, after thirty-five years of common life, husband and 
wife found no other ‘infidelity’ with which itb reproach each 
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Other, reveals in quite unexpected a manner the steadfastness 
of their love.^ 

In her letters Natalya appears reserved, somewhat em- 
barrassed by his outbursts, and anxious to bring him back to 
himself from his introspective and eflusive moods. To his 
harping on old age she invariably has this answer: ‘One is old 
only when one has no prospect ahead’ and when one no longer 
slrivi's for anything — and this surely could not be true of him! 
‘Pull yourself together. Get back to work. If only you do this, 
your cure will have begun.’ Before long she was again mistress 
of her emotions; and, though herself ill and tense, she was 
pre-occupied with the diseases, fevers, misfortunes, and strivings 
of every member of the family, and was calmer and stronger 
than any of them. He knew her fortitude and relied on it. In 
one of his letters to her there occur these telling words: ^Tou 
will still carry me on your shoulders^ Mala, as you have carried me 
throughout our life.'^ 


Meanwhile, in the Soviet Union hardly a day passed without 
its human hecatomb. Towards the end of May the G.P.U. 
announced that they had discovered a conspiracy at the head 
of which had stood Marshal Tukhachevsky, the deputy Com- 
missar of Defence, the modernizer and actual Comrnandcr- 
in-Chief of the Red Army. Outstanding generals Yakir, Uboro- 
vich, Kork, Putna, Primakov and others, including Gamarnik, 
the chief Political Gommissar of the armed forces, were charged 
with treason. With the exception of Gamarnik, who committed 
suicide, all were executed. Of the four marshals whose sig- 
natures appeared under the death sentence, Voroshilov, 
Budienny, Blucher, and Yegorov, the last two presently also 
faced the firing squad. All these men had risen to their positions 
of command while Trotsky was Commissar of War; but most 
of them had never belonged to the Opposition and none of 
them had been in contact with Trotsky since his banishment. 
Yet all were accused of being his and Hitler’s accessories and 

1 Natalya’s ‘explanatory’ letter is undated; judging from internal evidence, it 
was written around 15 July. On 19 July Trotsky answered with two letters. He 
also wrote in these days a special diary meant (as he repeatedly underlined) only 
for Natalya’s eyes. 

- Trotsky to Natalya on id July 1937. The Archives , CUosed Section. 
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of working for the military defeat of tlie Soviet Union and its 
dismemberment. 'I'lieir exeeutions were tlie prelude to a purge 
which afli'ctcd 25,000 olhcers and decapitated tlu' Red Army 
on the eve of the Second World War. "hw enty-five years later, 
after the formal rehabilitation o[ Tukliachcvsky and most of 
the other generals, no light has yet bc'en thrown on the back- 
ground to this purge. According to various anti-Stalinist 
sources, Tukliachcvsky, alarmed by tlu* terror which was 
sapping the nation’s morale and defences, had planned a 
coup d'etat in order to overthnnv Stalin and break the pow^r 
of the G.P.U.; but he had done tliis without any connexion 
with Trotsky, let alone with Hitlt r or any foreign power. 
Trotsky did not believe that tlure had biaai any plot, but 
described Tukhachevsky’s fall as a. symptom of a conflict 
between Stalin and the ofliccr eorps, a conflict which might 
place a military coup ‘on the order oi the day’.* 

By this time the C.P.U. were alKac^y rehearsing the ‘trial 
of the twenty-ori(‘’, casting Ryko\ , Bukharin, Tomsky, 
Rakovsky, Krestinsk), and Yagoda, lor tlie main loles. (Of 
all these, Tomsky aloiu', by committing suicide, escaped the 
humiliation of a public, trial and conlession.) Even before the 
curtain rose on this sjiectacle, the te rror struck at tlu‘ Stalinist 
faction too. Rudzaitak, Mezhlank, Kossior, Chubai, Posty- 
shev, Yenukid/.e, Oku/hava, fdyava, (Ihervyakov, and others, 
members of the Politbureau, pai tv secre taries ol* Moscow^ of 
the Ukraine, Byelenaissia, and Georgia, trade union le.iders, 
heads of the State Planning Commission and of the Supreme 
Ckmncil of the National E-conomy, nearly all of them Stalinists 
of long standing, w'erc branded as tiaite^i s and foicagn spies, 
and executed. Ordjonikidze, wdio liad been devoted to Stalin 
for more than thirty years but became troubled in his conscience 
and began to oppose him, died in niN Slerious cii cumstances, or, 
as some believed, was driven to commit suicide. II th(‘ J rotsky- 
ists, Zinovievists, and Ikikharinists were disgraced pulflicly, 
these Stalinists weve destroyed secr(‘tly without open trials. 
The havoc which Stalin’s rage wrought among them was 
hidden in obscurity. The terror sprertd b(‘yond the Bolshevik 
party and caught many German, Polish, Hungarian, Italian, 
and Balkan communists w^ho had lived in the Soviet Union as 
^ B.O , nos. 56-57, 1937- 
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refugee's from prisons and concentration camps in their own 
countries. Hien the ‘drive against Trotskyism’ was carried into 
foreign lands. In Spain, the ChP.U. established themselves early 
in th(' civil war and launched an attack on the P.O.U.M. Andres 
Nin, the leader of the P.O.U.M., had his differences with 
Trotsky, who criticized him for his participation in the loyalist 
government of Catalonia and for adopting a ‘timid and semi- 
Menshevik’ attitude in the revolution. Even so, Nin’s policy 
was far too radical and independent for the Stalinism of the 
Popular Front period; and so he and his party were denigrated 
as Franco’s ‘fifth column’; in the end he was kidnapped and 
assassinated. Whoever dared to protest, exposed himself to 
G.P.U. vengeance. The witch hunts, the assassinations, and 
the cynicism with which Stalin used the Spanish revolution 
demoralized the Republican camp and prepared its defeat. 
And as if in mockery, Stalin sent none other than Antonov- 
Ovseenko, the cx-Trotskyist and hero of 1917, to preside over 
the purge in Catalonia, the stronghold of the P.O.U.M.; then, 
after Antonov had done his job, he denounced him too as a 
wrecker and spy and ordered his execution. 

In Moscow no one was safe now, not e ven the inejuisitors 
and the hangmen. After Yagoda’s arrest, the G.P.U. and all 
secret services were purged. Their agents in Europe were 
lured back to face the usual accusations. As a rule, these 
agents knew or guessed what awaited them, but as if hyp- 
notized they obeyed the summons — many preferred sell- 
immolation to asylum in any capitalist country. It was 
therefore a startling event, when Ignaz Reiss, chief of a net- 
work of the Soviet secret service in Europe, resigned from his 
post in protest against the purges. When he made up his mind 
to do this, he had not even been summoned back to Moscow. 
Shaken by the purges, he approached Sneevliet, the Dutch 
Trotskyist parliamentarian (and through him Lyova), in 
order to warn Trotsky that Stalin had decided to ‘liquidate 
Trotskyism’ outside the Soviet Union by the same means he 
was using to destroy it inside. Reiss described the infernal 
sadism and blackmail, the long and horrible interrogations, 
through which the G.P.U. had obtained the confessions in the 
Moscow trials and the moral torture and confusion in which 
the old generation of Bolsheviks was meeting its doom ; but he 
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also depicted the young communists who refused to submit 
and still filled prison yards and execution places with the 
cry: ‘Long live Trotsky!’^ 

On 1 8 July, Reiss addressed a message from Paris to the 
Central Committee in Moscow announcing his break with 
Stalinism and ‘adherence to the Fourth liiternationar. ‘Ihe 
day is not far’, he stated, ‘when international socialism will 
sit in judgement over all the crimes committed in the last ten 
years. Nothing will be forgotten, nothing forgiven. . . . The 
“leader of genius, Father of the peoples. Sun of Socialism’ 
will have to give account foi all his deeds.’ ‘I am returning to 
you the Order of tlie Red Banner awarded to me in 1928. lo 
wear it . . . would be beneath my dignity.’- 

Six weeks later, on September, Reiss was found dead, his 
body bulh't-ridden, on a Swiss road near Lausanne. The 
G.P.U. had known about his decision (‘ven before he handed 
his letter of resignation to an olficial of the Soviet Embassy 
in Paris. Knowing the disgust which the purges had aroused 
even among his formei colleagues in tlit‘ secret service, he had 
hoped to persuade some of them to follow his example. With 
this purpose in mind he had arranged to meet in Lausanne 
Gertrud Schildbach, a Soviet agent residcait in Italy, who had 
been a friend of his for close on twenty years. Tliey met, she 
pretended sympathy; and after their first talk, she* lined him 
to another met'ting on the outskirts of Lausanni*. 1 licrc iht 
G.P.U. had laid a trap for him. 

The Swiss and French police sooji brought to light some of 
the circumstances. Using clues found in an abandoned blooil- 
stained car and in luggage left in hotels, they established the 
identity of the assassins. These, it turned out, had beeii mem- 
bers of the Society lor the Repatriation of Russian Ji^niigics in 
Paris, a society sponsored by the Soviet Embassy. 

The police ascertained that the gang which had killed 
Reiss had long kept a watch on Lyova also. A woman in whose 
name the blood-stained car was hired, had been detailed to 
shadow him. (He recall('d that a year earlier she had followed 
him to the south of France, wheie h(' had gone for a short 
rest, had installed herself in his pension and had occasionally 


j ‘ 

2 


Zabhki hnalya Reiua’, B.O., nos. f.o-Gi , December 1937. 

L Reiss, 'Pismo v Ts.K. V.h.P.' in B.O., nos. 58-59, Septcmber-Octobcr 1937. 
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urged him with strange insistence to go out with her on 
sailing trips.) Furtlier investigation disclosed that the same 
gang had laid a trap for Lyova in Mulhousc, near the Swiss 
boixler, in January 1937, when he was planning to go there in 
order to discuss with a Swiss lawyer a lawsuit against Swiss 
Stalinists. He avoided the trap because ill-health prevented 
him I'rom making the journey; but the gang had gone on 
shadowing him throughout the first half of the year and he 
sens(‘d it. In July and August he was puzzled to notice that the 
watcli on him had almost ceased— evidently his pursuers were 
then busy keeping track of Reiss. Now they could be expected 
to return to their old hunt.^ 

Lyova was startled to leain from the interrogation how 
quickly and accurately tin* (LP.H. agents were as a lule 
informed about all his plans and moves. By whom? And who 
had informed them about Reiss’s intentions? Some Trotsky- 
ists already wondered whether an agent provocateur was not 
to be found among Lyova’s closest friends; and suspicion 
turned on fititaine (who had (juitc leeently worked for the 
Society for the Repatriation of Russian Emigres). Sneevliet’s 
distrust of Etienne w'as so strong that after Reiss had approached 
him, he at first relbsed to put him in touch with the Trotskyist 
centre in Paris, fearing that this would be dangerous.- Lyova, 
however, refused to countenance any suspicion of his ‘best 
and most reliable comrade’. 

With the feeling that a mysterious noose wxis tightening 
around his neck, Lyova wrote Reiss’s obituary for the Bulletin}^ 
‘The ‘'Father of the Peoples” and his Yezhovs know all too 
w^ll how many potential Reisses there are around. . . . Stalin’s 
designs w'ill be defeated. . . . No one can bring history to a 
halt with a gun. Stalinism is doomed; it is rotting and dis- 
integrating before our eyes. The day is near when its stinking 
corpse will be thrown into the sew^ers of history.’ Yet Reiss’s 
fate deterred potential imitators. In the n(‘xt fewv weeks only 
two of these came forward: Walter Krivitsky, another senior 
agent of the secret service, and Alexander Barmin, Soviet 

^ Se,c Lyovii’s cable to Coyoacaii of i6 Scptcinbci and his Idlers to I’lotsky of 
1- and 12 October 1937. The Anhives^ Closed Sec tion. Sec also N. Markin’s (Lyova’s 
pen-name) account of the assassination in B.O., nos. 5H-59. 

“ In addition to Lyovka’s letters quoted above sec his letter of 7 August I 9 S 7 - 
B.O.y nos. 511-59. 
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charge d'affaires in Athens. They too, having broken with their 
government, sought contact with Trotsky, whose adherents 
they had never been, because, as Krivitsky put it, Trotsky 
was ‘surrounded by an aureole’ even in the eyes of the G.P.U. 
men assigned to the struggle against Trotskyism.^ These w'cre 
strange converts. Krivitsky feared that Trotsky and his ad- 
herents would distrust and despise him as one who had spent 
so many years in Stalin’s service. He ^v^s therefore anxious 
to justify his past at the very moment he was breaking with it. 
Reiss’s widow accused him of complicity in the assassination of 
her husband. Hi‘ bowed his head and confessed that he was 
not blameless.^ He was eager to wipe out his guilt by revealing 
the truth about the purges; yet he was also anxious to guard 
the many secrets in his poss(‘ssion which had a bearing on 
Soviet military security. Lyova listeiu cl to his tortured con- 
fidences with some distaste. But h(‘ considered it his duty to 
transmit the information to his fathei and also to help, comfort, 
and as far as possible protect any Soviet citizen who broke with 
Stalinism. Trotsky, on his part, urged Krivitsky and Barmin, 
for their owm safety and for the sake of political clarity, to come 
out against Stalin unequivocally and in broad daylight; he 
was uneasy about their contortions and impatient with Lyova’s 
indulgence. This led to renewed altercations between father 
and son.'** 

Meanwhile, the presence ol' an agent provocateur in I^yova’s 
circle caused more and more susjiicicMi and confusion. Krivitsky 
had confirmed Reiss’s warnings about tlu* forthcoming 
assassinations of Trotskyists and said that the G.P.U. had 
their 'eyes and ears’ inside the 'fiotskyist centre in Paris. 
He was, however, unable to ideutily the agent provocateur, 
and he cast a suspicion on Vicloi S{‘ige, of all people. The 
G.P.U. , he said, would not have released Serge and allowed 
him to leave the Soviet Union unless they w(‘re sure that he 
would spy for them on the Trotskyists. No one was, ol course, 
less suited to act such a part than Serge. He was one of Trotsky’s 
early adherents, a gifted and generous, though politically 

^ 2^.0., nos. 6o-f)i, Dc'Cfmlu*r 1937. 

Lyova to Trotsky on 19 November 1937 Trotskv to T.yova on 22 January 
1938. The Archives^ Closed Set tjon. 

3 See Trotsky, ' J ra^iche.skn lJroK\ B.O. ibid.; and J.yova’s letters of i(> and 19 
November and 17 December 1937. 
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ingenuous, man of Jettcrs. The worst that might be said of 
him was that he had a foible for vainglorious chatter and that 
this \vas a grave fault in a member of an organization which 
had to guard its secrets from the G.P.U. In any case sus- 
picion bcigan to cling indiscriminately to anyone, even to 
Lyova himself, w^hilc the actual agent provocateur went on 
collecting and reading Trotsky’s mail, shared all of Lyova’s 
secrets, and used his wiles to keep his own reputation clear by 
casting distrust upon others J 

The French police, continuing to investigate the Reiss case, 
discovered that one of the gang of assassins had applied for a 
Mexican visa and had supplied himself with detailed plans of 
Mexico City. Lyova at once conveyed the warning to Coyoacan. 
The police also took a grave view of the danger to Lyova’s life 
and assigned a special guard to him.- One of his comrades 
- almost certainly Klcment (‘Adolf’) — took Lyova’s plight so 
much to heart that he wrote to Trotsky and Natalya begging 
them to ask Lyova to leave France at once and join them in 
Mexico. I^yova, he warned them, was ill, nearly exhausted, 
exposed to constant danger, yet convinced that he was ‘irre- 
placeable’ in Paris and that he must ‘remain at his post’. 
This was not so, however, for his comrades could replace him; 
and if he were to stay on in Paris, he wTmld be ‘quite helpless 
against the G.P.U.’ At the very least his parents should ask 
him to come over to Mexico for a time, to rest and convalesces 
there. ‘He is able, brave, and energetic; and we must save him.’^ 

This touching solicitude did not have the ell'ect it should have 
had. Trotsky w^as well aware, of course, that Lyova’s life was 
in jeopardy. He had urged him unceasingly to be prudent and 
avoid any contact with pc^oplc ‘on wdiom the G.P.U. might 
have a hold’, especially with nostalgic Russian emigres. Just 
before the Reiss affair he had written: ‘If an attempt is made 
on your life or mine, Stalin will be blamed, but he has nothing 
to lose, in honour anyhow.’ Yet he discouraged the idea of 
Lyova’s move from France. When Lyova insisted that he was 
‘irreplaceable in Paris’ and assured him that to protect himself 

^ In addition to Lyova’s letters just referred to, Etienne’s own correspondence 
with Trotsky {The Archives, Closed Section) reveals all these details. 

2 I^yova’s letters to 'Trotsky of i and 5 November 1937. 

3 The letter, written in German and dated 5 November 1937, is signed only with 
the initial A. (which probably stands for Adolf). The Archives, Closed Section, 
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he was assuming an incognito (as Trotsky had done at Bar- 
bizon), Trotsky wrote back that Lyova would gain nothing by 
leaving France: the United States was not likely to admit him 
and Mexico would offer him even less security than France. 
He did not wish his son to shut himself up in the Coyoacan 
‘semi-prison ; and the discords between father and son perhaps 
made both of them reluctant to contemplate reunion. Trotsky’s 
final letter about this ended with these spare and tense sen- 
tences: ^Voild^ mon petit, this is what I can tell you. It isn’t much. 
But . . . it’s all. ... You ought to keep now whatever you can 
cash from the publishers. You will need it all. Je fembrasse. 
Ton Vieux.^^ There was in this letter (of which Trotsky was to 
think with bitter sell-reproach a fe^^ months later) something 
of the message sent out to a fighter liolding out in a doomed 
forward position beyond all succour. Yet Trotsky had some 
ground for thinking that Mexico would offer Lyova even less 
security than France. Many G.P.U. agents, often disguised as 
refugees from Spain, had just installed themselves in Mexico; 
and the clamour for Trotsky’s expulsion was growing more and 
more strident. Before the turn of the year the walls of Mexico 
City were covered with posters accusing him of conspiring 
with reactionary generals to overthrow President Cardenas 
and to establish a fascist dictatorship in Mexico. There was 
no saying whither the vilification might lead. 

The gloom of these months was only momentarily relieved 
in September, when the Dewey Commission concluded the 
counter-trial and pronounced the veidict. This stated pointedly: 
‘On the basis of all evidence . . . we find that the [Moscow] 
trials of August 1936 and January 1937 were frame-ups . . . 
we find Leon Trotsky and Leon Sedov not guilty.’^ Trotsky 
received this verdict with joy. Yet its cflect was small, if* not 
negligible. Dewey’s voice commanded some attention in the 
United States; but it was ignored in Europe, where opinion 
was preoccupied with the critical events of the year, the last 
year before Munich, and with the vicissitudes of the French 
Popular Front and the Spanish Civil War. Trotsky was again 

1 Letter of 18 November 1937, ibid. 

2 Not Guilty! (Report ol the Commishion ol Inquiry into the Charges made 
against l^eon Trotsky in the Moscow Trials). Sec also I’rotsky’s letter to Lyova of 
21 January 1938. 
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disappointed; and when the Bulletin which was to carry the 
verdict was slow in appearing, he was so irritated that he 
chided Lyova for ‘this crime’ and ‘political blindness’. ‘I am 
utterly dissatisfied’, he wrote to him on 21 January 1938, ‘with 
the way the Bulletin is conducted and I must pose anew the 
question of its transfer to New York.’ 

By this time Lyova’s strength had ebbed away. He had 
Jived, as Serge puts it, ‘an infernal life’. He endured poverty 
and personal frustrations more easily than blows to his faith 
and pride. To quote Serge again: ‘More than once, lingering 
until dawn in the streets of Montparnasse, we tried together 
to unravel the tangle of the Moscow trials. Every now and 
then, stopping under a street lamp, one of us would exclaim: 
“We arc in a labyrinth of sheer madness!” Overworked, 
penniless, and anxious about hisfathcr, Lyova lived permanently 
in this labyrinth. He went on echoing his father’s arguments, 
denunciations, and hopes. But with each of the trials something 
snapped in him. His brightest memories of childhood and 
adolescence had been bound up with the men in the dock: 
Kamenev was his uncle ; Bukharin almost an affectionate play- 
mate; Rakovsky, Smirnov, Muralov, and so many others — 
elder friends and comrades, all ardently admired for their 
revolutionary virtues and courage. He brooded over their 
degradation and could not reconcile himself to it. How had it 
been possible to break every one of them and make them crawl 
through so much mud and blood ? Would at least one of them 
not stand up in the dock, abjure his confession, and tear in 
shreds all the false and terrible accusations? In vain Lyova 
waited for this to happen. He was shocked and pained when 
Lenin’s widow was reported to have come out in support of 
the trials. For the 77lh time he repeated that the Stalinist bureau- 
cracy, aspiring to become a new possessing class, had finally 
betrayed the revolution. But even this interpretation failed 
to account for all the blood and fury. Yes, this was the laby- 
rinth of sheer madness — would even his father’s clear-sighted 
genius be able to find the way out ? 

Sickness of heart, despair, fever, insomnia. Reluctant to 
leave his ‘post’, he delayed an operation for appendicitis, 
despite recurrent sharp attacks. He ate little, was unnerved, 

1 Serge, Memoires d*un Rfyolutionnaire, p. 375. 
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and moved about droopingly. Yet in the first days of February 
he at last brought out the Bulletin with the verdict of the 
Dewey Commission; he joyfully reported this to Coyoacan, 
enclosing the proofs; and outlined his plans for further work, 
without giving any hint about his health. This was the last 
letter he wrote to his parents. 

On 8 February he was still working, but ate nothing the 
whole day and spent much time with Fitieniie. In th(‘ evening 
he had another attack, the worst of all. He could not delay the 
operation any longer; and he wrote a letter, which he scaled 
and handed to his wife, telling her to open it only if some ‘acci- 
dent’ happened to him. He talked to Etienne again, and 
wished to see no one else. They agre^ed that he must not enter 
a French hospital and register under his own name; for, if 
he did, the G.P.U. would easily discover his ^vhereabouts. He 
was to go to a small private clinic run by some Russian emigre 
doctors; he was to present hims('ll' as Monsieur Martin, a 
French engineer; and he was to s])eak only French. No French 
comrade, however, w%as to know where h(‘ was or to visit him. 
Having agreed on all this, Etienne orderc'd the ambulance.^ 

Even on the face of it this w'as an incredibly absurd arrange- 
ment. Russian thnigres were th(‘ last people among whom 
Lyova could hope to pass for a Frenchman. He w'as all too 
likely to lapse into his native tongu(‘ in fever or under an 
anaesthetic. It was preposterous that in the whole o(‘ Paris the 
only hospital or clinic Ibund for him should be one stafl'cd by 
the very people wdiom, since Reiss’s assassination, he had 
avoided like the plague. Yet he agre(‘d at once to go, although, 
when his wafe and Etienne took him there, he was neither 
delirious nor unconscious. Evidently, his critical sense and 
instinct of self-preservation wx^re blunted. 

He was operated on that same evening. In th(‘ next few 
days he seemed to recover well and rapidly. A])art from his 
wife, only Etienne came to see him. The visits cheered him up: 
they talked about politics and matters of organization ; and he 
invariably begged Etienne to come back as soon as possible. 
When some French Trotskyists wished to see him, Etienne 

^ See depositions of Madame Estriiie, Elsa Reiss, Rous, Jeanne Martin, and of 
fitienne himself made during the police investigation; also the Report of the Police 
Prefecture in The Archives ^ Closed Section. 
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told them, with the appropriate air of mystery, that they 
could not do so and that the address must be kept secret 
even from them if it was to remain a secret to the G.P.U. 
When one of the French comrades was startled by this excess 
of caution, Etienne promised to talk the matter over with 
Lyova; but no one was admitted to the patient’s bedside. 
Four days passed. Then, all of a sudden, the patient suffered 
a grave relapse. He was seized by attacks of pain and lost 
consciousness. On the night of 13 February he was seen 
wandering half-naked and delirious through corridors and 
wards, which for some reason were unattended and unguarded. 
He was raving in Russian. Next morning his surgeon was so 
surprised by his state that he asked Jeanne whether her hus- 
band might not have attempted to take his own life — had he 
not been recently in a suicidal mood? Jeanne denied this, 
burst into tears, and said that the G.P.U. must have poisoned 
him. Another operation was carried out urgently, but it brought 
no improvement. The patient suffered terrible agony, and the 
doctors tried to save him b\ repeated blood transfusions. It 
was in vain. On 16 February 1938 he died at the age of 
thirty-two. 

Did he, as his widow claimed, die at the hands of the G.P.U, ? 
Much of the circumstantial evidence suggests that this was 
the case. In the Moscow trials he had been branded as his 
father’s most active assistant, indeed, as the chief of staff of 
the Trotskyist-Zinovievist conspiracy. ‘The youngster is 
working well; without him the Old Man would have found 
the going much harder’, it had often been said at G.P.U. 
headquarters in Moscow, according to Reiss’s and Krivitsky’s 
testimony. It was in the G.P.U.’s interest to deprive Trotsky 
of his help, especially as this was sure to gratify Stalin’s vengc- 
fulness. The G.P.U. had a most reliable informer and agent 
at his side who had brought him to the spot where he was to 
meet his death. The G.P.U. had every reason to hope that once 
Lyova was out of the way, their agent would take his place at 
the Russian ‘section’ of the Trotskyist organization and estab- 
lish direct contact with Trotsky. At the clinic not only doctors 
and nurses but even cooks and porters were Russian emigres, 
some of them members of the Repatriation Society. Nothing 
would have been easier for the G.P.U. than to find an agent 
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among them, who would somehow administer poison to the 
patient. With so many murders on thc'ir conscience, would the 
G.P.U. have scrupled over this one? 

But there is no certainty. An inquest held at Jeanne’s demand 
yielded no proof of foul play. Police and doctors emphatically 
denied poisoning or any other attempt on Lyova's life; they 
attributed his death to a post-operational complication 
(‘intestinal occlusion’), heart failure, and low powers of 
resistance. An eminent doctor who was also a friend of the 
Trotsky family accepted their opinion. On the other hand, 
Trotsky and his daughter-in-law asked a number of pertinent 
questions which remained unclarified. Was it by sheer accident 
that Lyova found himself in the Russian clinic? (Trotsky did 
not know that no sooner had fitienm^ called the ambulance 
than he informed the G.P.U. as Lticnnc himself has since 
confessed.) The staff of' the clinic maintained that they had 
been unaware of Lyova's identity and nationality. But eye- 
witnesses maintain that they had heard him raving and even 
arguing about politics in Russian. Why had Lyova’s sui'geori 
been inclined to attribute the deterioration of his state to a 
suicidal attempt rather than to any natural cause? According 
to Lyova’s widow, that surgeon lapsed into terrified silence 
as soon as the scandal blew up; and he took cov(‘r behind his 
duty to guard his piol'essional secrets. It w’^as in vain that 
Jeanne tried to bring these obscure eiicumstaiices to the notice 
of the examining magistrate; and that Trotsky pointed out 
that the routine inquest took no acoiint of' the G.P.U. 's ‘per- 
fected and recondite’ techniques of assassination. Did the 
French police, as Trotsky surmised, hush up the matter in 
order to cover their own inefficiency ? Or were there, within 
the Popular Front, powerful political influences at work to 
prevent a thorough investigation? Nothing was left for the 
family but to demand a new inquest.^ 


When the news reached Mexico, Trotsky was away from 
Goyoacan. A few days earlier Rivera had noticed unknown 

^ The depositions, eye-witness accounts, doctors’ testimonials, and Trotsky’s 
correspondence arc quoted partly from The Arefuvesy Closed Section, and partly 
from Lc!V Sedcjv’s Papers which Jeanne Marlin has transmitted to me through 
the courtesy of Pierre Frank. 
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people prowling around the Blue House and spying on its 
inhabitants from an observation post in the neighbourhood. 
He was alarmed; and he arranged that Trotsky should move 
out and stay for some time with Antonio Hidalgo, an old 
revolutionary and Rivera’s friend, at Chapultepcc Park. 
There, on 16 February, Irotsky was working on his essay. 
Their Morals and Onrs, when evening papers announced Lyova’s 
death. Rivera, when he read the news, telephoned to Paris 
hoping for a denial, and then went to Trotsky at Chapultepcc 
Park. Trotsky refused to believe it, exploded with anger, and 
showed the door to Rivera; but then went back with him to 
Coyoacan to break the news to Natalya. T was just . . . sorting 
out old pictures, photographs of our children’, she writes. 
‘The bell rang, and I was surprised to see Leon Davidovich 
coming in. I went out to meet him. He entered, his head bowed 
as I had never seen it, his face ash-grey and his whole look 
suddenly age-worn. “What has happened?” I asked in alarm. 
“Are you ill?” He answered in a low voice: “Lyova is ill. 
Our little Lyova . . 

For many days he and Natalya remained closed in his room, 
petrified with pain, and unable to see secretaries, receive 
friends, or answer condolences. ‘None spake a word unto him; 
for they saw that his grief was very great.’ When after eight 
days he emerged, his eyes were swollen, his beard overgrown, 
and he could not bring out his voice. Several weeks later he 
wrote to Jeanne: ‘Natalya ... is not yet capable of answering 
you. She is reading and re-reading your letters and weeping, 
weeping. When I manage to free myself from work ... I weep 
with her.’“ Mingled with his grief was compunction for the 
harsh rebukes he had not spared his son this last year and 
the advice he had given him to stay on in Paris. This was the 
third time he was mourning a child; and each time there was 
greater remorse in the mourning. After Nina’s death, in 1928, 
he reproached himself for not having done enough to comfort 
her and not even having written to her in her last weeks. 
Zina was estranged from him when she killed herself; and 
now Lyova had met his doom at the post where he had urged 

1 Natalya Sedova, ‘Father and Son’ in Fourth International (August 1941) and in 
Vie et Mart de Leon Trotsky. 

2 Trotsky to Jeanne Marlin on 10 March 1938, The Archives j Closed Section. 
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him to hold out. With none of his children had he shared so 
much of his life and struggle as with Lyova ; and no other loss 
had left him so desolate. 

In these days of mourning he wrote Lyova’s obituary, a 
threnody unique in world literature. ^ ‘Now as together with 
Lev Sedov’s mother I write these lines . . . wt cannot yet believe 
it. Not only because he was our son, faithful, devoted, and 
loving . . . but because like no one else he had entered our life 
and grown into it with all his roots. . . / 

The old generation with whom . . . we once embarked upon the 
road of revolution . . . has been swept off the stage. What Tsarist 
deportations, prisons, and katorga, what the privations of life in 
exile, what civil war, and what illness had not done, Stalin, the 
worst scourge of the revolution, has accomplished in these last 
few years. . . . The better part of the middle generation, those . . . 
whom the year 1917 awakened and who received their training 
in twenty-four armies on the revolutionary front, have also been 
exterminated. The best part of the young generation, Lyova’s 
contemporaries, . . . has also been trampled dowji and crushed. . . . 
In these years of exile we have made many new friends, some of 
whom have become . . . like mcmijcrs of our family. But we first 
met all of them . . . when we were already approaching old age. 
Lyova alone knew us when we were young; he participated in our 
life from the moment he acquired self-awareness. Remaining 
young, he became almost like our contemporary. . . . 

Simply and tenderly he recollected Lyova’s short life, 
depicting the child, scuffling with his father’s jailers, bringing 
food parcels and books to the piison, making friends with 
revolutionary sailors, and hiding under a bench in the Soviet 
Government’s conference hall so as to see ‘how Lenin directed 
the revolution’. He portrayed the adolescent, who during the 
‘great and hungry years’ of civil war would bring home, in 
the sleeves of a tattered jacket, a fresh roll given him by 
baker’s apprentices, among whom he worked as a political 
agitator; and who, detesting bureaucratic privilege, refused 
to travel with his father by motor ear and left the parental 
home in the Kremlin for a proletarian students’ hostel and, 
joining voluntary workers’ teams, swept the snow off Moscow’s 

1 ^Lev SedoVy Syn, Drug, Borets' no. 64, March 1938. (English pamphlet 

edition: Leon Sednffy Son, Friend, Fighter.) 
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streets, unloaded bread and timber from trains, repaired 
locomotives, and ‘liquidated’ illiteracy. He recalled the young 
man, the oppositionist, who ‘without a moment’s hesitation’ 
left his wife and child to go with his parents into banishment; 
who, at Alma Ata, where they lived surrounded by the G.P.U., 
assured his father’s contact with the outside world, and went 
out, sometimes in the dead of night, in rain or snow storm, to 
meet a comrade clandestinely in woods outside the town, in a 
crowded bazaar, in a library, or even in a public bath. ‘Each 
lime he would return animated and happy, with a bellicose 
little fire in his eyes and with a treasured trophy under his 
coat.’ ‘How well he understood people— he knew many more 
Oppositionists than I did . . . his revolutionary instinct allowed 
him, without hesitation, to tell the genuine from the false. . . . 
His mother’s eyes — and she knew the son better than 1 did — 
shone with pride.’ 

Here the father’s feelings of remorse found their outlet. 
He mentioned his exacting demands on Lyova and explained 
these apologetically by his, Trotsky’s, ‘pedantic habits of work’ 
and his inclination to demand the utmost from those who were 
closest to him — and who had been closer than Lyova? It might 
appear that ‘our relationship was marked by a certain scvciity 
and estrangement. But underneath there . . . lived a deep, 
a burning mutual attachment, springing from something im- 
measurably greater than blood kinship — from commonly held 
views, from shared sympathies and hates, from joys and 
sufferings experienced together, and from great hopes cherished 
in common.’ Some saw Lyova as merely ‘a great father’s little 
son’. But they were mistaken as were those who for a long time 
thought in this way of Karl Licbknecht; only circumstances 
had not allowed Lyova to rise to his full stature. Here comes a 
perhaps over-generous acknowledgement of Lyova’s share in 
his father’s literary work: ‘On almost all my books written 
since the year 1929 his name should in justice have figured 
next to mine.’ With what relief and joy his parents, in their 
Norwegian internment, had received a copy of Lyova’s 
Livre Rouge, ‘the first crushing retort to the slanderers in the 
Kremlin’. How right the G.P.U. men were who had said that 
‘without the youngster the old man would have found the 
going much harder’ — and how much harder it would be now ! 
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He again contemplated the ordeals which this ‘very sensitive 
and delicate being’ had had to endure : the endless hail of lies 
and calumnies; the long series ol desertions and surrenders of 
former friends and comrades; Zina's suicide; and finally the 
trials which ‘deeply shook his moral organisin’. Whatever the 
truth about the direct cause of Lyova’s death, whether he died 
exhausted by these ordeals or whether the CLP. LI. had poisoned 
him, in either case ‘it was Ihey [and tlieir master | that were 
guilty of his death’. 

The great lament ended on the note on which it had begun: 

His mother, who was closer to him tliaii anyone in the world, 
and I, as we arc living through these terrible hours, recall his image 
feature by feature; we refuse to believe that he is no more and we 
weep because it is impossible not to believe. ... He was part of us, 
our young part. . . . Together with our boy lias died everything that 
still remained young in us. . . . Your motlur and I never thought, 
never expected, that fate v/ould lay this task on us . . . that 
we should have to write your obituary. . . . But we have not 
been able to save you. 

It was almost certain by now that Scigt i had idso perished, 
although there was no ollicial infornialioii about this — and 
none w'as to be available even twcnty-fuc years lal(‘r. From 
a political prisoner, however, who early m 1937 sliared a cell 
with him in Moscow’s Biityrki w(‘ have this account: ' for several 
months in 1936 the CLP.U. pressed Sergei to renounce publicly 
his father and all his father stood for. Seigei refused, was 
sentenced to five years’ labour in a concentration camp, and 
was deported to Vorkuta. There towards the end of the year 
the I’rotskyists wxre being assembled from many other camps. 
It was there, behind the barbed wire, that Sergei first came 
into close contact with them; and all hough he refusc'd to con- 
sider himscll* a Trotskyist even now’, he spoke wilh deep 
gratitude and l espect of his father’s adherents, especially those 
who had held out ^vithout any surrender for nearly t(ui years. 
He took part in a hunger strike wdiieh they proclaimed and 
which lasted more than three months; and h(‘ was near d(‘ath.^ 

1 This accoLinl ol' Sergei’s behaviour in prison (,omcs horn Mr. Josc])h Berger, 
who, having heli)ocl to lound the Communist l^arly of Palestine and having served 
on the Middle Eastern division of the Coniiiilcrn, spent twenty-threi^ years in 
Stalin’s prisons and concentration camps. He was freed and rehabilitated in 1956. 

- See later, p. 4 1 6. 
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At the beginning of 1937 he was brought back to Moscow 
for yet another interrogation (it was then that the prisoner 
from whom we draw our account met him). He did not hope 
to be freed or to get any relief, for he was convinced that all 
his father’s followers — and he with them — would be exter- 
minated. Yet he behaved with stoic equanimity, drawing 
strength from his intellectual and moral resources. ‘Discussing 
the G.P.U.’s methods of interrogation, he expressed the opinion 
that any educated man . . . should be equal to them; he pointed 
out that a century earlier Balzac had described all these tricks 
and techniques very accurately and that they were still almost 
exactly the same. . . . He faced the future with complete calm 
and would under no circumstances make any statement that 
would implicate in the slightest degree either himself or anyone 
else.’ He evidently stuck it out to the end, for if he had not — if 
the G.P.U. had succeeded in wresting any confession from him 
— they would have broadcast the fact all over the world. He 
guessed that his parents must fear that he, their ‘non-politicaP 
son, might lack the conviction and courage necessary to endure 
his lot; and ‘he regretted most of all that no one would ever 
be able to tell them, especially his mother, about the change that 
had occurred in him, for he did not believe that anyone of all 
those whom he had met since his imprisonment would live to tell 
the story’. The author of this account soon lost sight of Sergei, 
but heard of his execution from other prisoners. Much later, in 
1939, a message of dubious trustworthin(!Ss, which reached 
Trotsky through an American journalist, claimed that Sergei 
had still been alive late in 193B; but after that nothing more 
was heard about hini.^ 


Of Trotsky’s ofispring, only Seva, Zina’s son who was now 
twelve years old, was left alive outside the U.S.S.R. Nothing 
was or is known of what happened to Trotsky’s other grand- 
children. Seva had been brought up by Lyova and Jeanne, 
who, herself childless, had been a mother to him and had 
become passionately and obsessively attached to him. In his 
first letter after Lyova’s death, Trotsky invited her to come with 
the child to Mexico. T love you greatly, Jeanne’, he wrote, 

i 1 he Arthivcs, Closed Section. 
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‘and for Natalya you are not only ... a daughter loved tenderly 
and discreetly as only Natalya can lov(‘, but also part of Lyova, 
of what is left of his most intimate liie. . . .' They both wished 
nothing more than that she and Seva sliould live with them in 
Mexico. But if this was not Jeanne’s wish, let her at least visit 
them; ‘and if you think that it would be too dillicult for you 
now to separate yourself from Seva, W(‘ shall understand your 
feelings.’^ 

Here, howevc'r, the sorrowful tale shade's off into the gro- 
tesque, and becomes entangled in the squabbles of the Trotsky- 
ist sects in Paris. Lyova and Jeanne had belonged to two 
different groups, he to the ‘oilhodox Trotskyists’, she to the 
Molinier set. It says much for his tact and dignity that in the 
letter he left in lieu of a will, he dc'clared that despite this 
difference (and despite, one may add, theii unhappy marital 
life) he held her in the highest esteem and had unreserved 
confidence in her. Yet the furious competition of the rival 
sects did not spare even Lyova's dead l)ody; it fastened on the 
little orphan; and it involved Trotsky himsc'lf in a preposterous 
situation. 2 Jeanne, pressing despe rate ly for a luwv inquest on 
Lyova, authorized a kuvyer who was a member of’ the Molinier 
set to represent the family interest ris-a-vis the' French magis- 
trates and police. The ‘orthodox 'Frotskyists’ (and Gerard 
Rosenthal, who was Trotsky’s lawyer) (knied Jeanne the right 
to do this and maintained that Lyova’s jKiients alone were 
entitled to speak foi the family. The conflicting claims only 
made it easier for the police' and the magistrates t(^ ignore the 
demand for the inquest.^ 

Another rumpus broke out ovei Tiotsk^’s archive's. Since 
Lyova’s death these had been in Jeanni ’s possession and so, 
indirectly, in the hands of the Molinier group. Irotsky asked 
that the archives be returned to him through one of his ‘ortho- 
dox’ French followers. Jeanne refused to hand them over. The 
relations betw^een her and Lyova’s j)arcnts cooled ofl' abruptly 
and even grew hostile. Trotsky eventually recovered the 
archives, but not before he sent an American follower of his 
to Paris to collect them. Despite repeated urgings, Jeanne 

1 Trotsky to Jeanne, 10 March 1938. Tfie Archives^ Closed Section. 

2 Trotsky to Rosincr, Jeanne, Rous, and Camille (Kleiiient) on 12 March. 

^ See Trotsky’s correspondence with G. Rosenthal in The Archives, C^losed Section. 



thf: prophet outcast 


404 

refused to come to Mexico or to send the child there. She was 
neurotic; hei' mind was quite unsettled now; and she would 
not agiee to part witli hei' ward even temporarily. The rival 
factions kicked up a row over this too; and, much though 
Trotsky tried to conciliate his daughtcr-iri-law, they rendered 
any agreement impossible. Whether because after the loss of all 
his children Trotsky was more than eager to recover his grand- 
child, the only one hc' could recover, or because he was afraid 
of leaving the orphan, as he put it, under the care of ^un esprit 
irh ombrageux et malheureusement dcseqiiilibre\ or for both these 
reasons, he decided to go to law. An unseemly litigation 
followed, which dragged on for a year, providing grist for 
sensational newspapers and sectarian sheets.^ In her despair at 
losing the child, Jeanne sought to invalidate Trotsky’s claim 
by asserting that he had never legalized either his first or 
his second marriage; and I’rotsky had to prove that this was 
not true. Ev(m under this provocation he expressed (in a letter 
to the court) his understanding of Jeanne’s emotional predica- 
ment; recognized her moral, though not her legal, right to 
the child; and renewed the invitation to her, offering to pay 
the cost of her journey to Mc'xico. He even declared himself 
willing to consider returning Seva to her, but not before he 
had had the chance to see him.- Twic e th(‘ court adjudicated 
in Trotsky’s favour and appointed tiustc^es to ensure that the 
orphan was given back to the grandfather; but Jeanne refused 
to comply, took the boy away from Paris, and hid him. Only 
after a long search and a ‘winter exj^edition’ to the Vosges, did 
Marguerite Rosmer trace the child and wrest him from his 
aunt’s hands. 'This was not the end yet, for Jeanne’s friends 
made an attempt to abduct the child; and it was not until 
October 1939 that the Rosmers at last brought him to 
Coyoacan. 

1 Trotsky to the Rosmers on 19 September and to G. Rosenthal on 27 October 
1938; Rosenthal to Trotsky, 7 October 193O. Paris-Soir, among other papers, 
reported the alTair on the 26 March 1939; and Molinicr’s Verite (no. 4, April 1939) 
devoted a special supplement to it under the title: ‘Tez/s les moyens sont bons\ 
presenting Jeanne’s case and attacking 'Trotsky for laying claims to the child. 

2 Trotsky’s statement to M. Hamel, the official trustee, of 7 February 1939; 
reports of court proceedings, legal communications, and correspondence between 
Trotsky, his secretaries, and his attorney, especially letters of 22, 27, 29 March 
and 17 and 29 April 1939. The Archives^ Closed Section. Also Tiotsky’s letter to 
the Rosmers of 26 May 1939. 



THE ‘hell-black NIGHt’ 405 

In a pathetic letter Trotsky tried to explain to Seva why he 
insisted on his coming to Alexico. As he avoided making any 
derogatory remark about Jeanne, he could not give the child 
his main reason, and so the explanation was awkward and 
unconvincing: 

hlon petit Seva . . . uiirlc Leon is no mf)ie, and wc should keep 
in direct touch with each otiier, my dcai hoy. I do not know where 
your father is or whctlicr he is still alive. In his last letter to me, 
written over four years ago, he asked insistently whether you had 
not forgotten the Russian language. Although your father is a 
very intelligent and edueated man, he does not s])eak foreign 
languages. It would be a terrible Idow to him if finding y^ou one 
day he were unable to communicate witli you. The same goes for 
your sister. You may imagine what a sad reunion this \vould l)e if 
you could not talk with your little sistei in your native tongue. . . . 
You arc a l)ig boy now, and so 1 want to talk to you also about 
something else that is of gieat im])orlanee, I Ik* ideas that were and 
are common to your motlier and fatlua', to your Uncle Leon, and 
to me and Natalya. 1 gieatly (hsire to (‘xplain to you personally 
the high value of these ideas and pui jioses, lor the sake of which our 
family . . . has suffered and is suffering so much. I bear full responsi- 
bility for you, my grandson, before myself, before your father if 
he is alive, and bcfoie yourself. 

And in words wdiieli were strangely stiff and out of place in 
a letter to a child, he concluded: ‘That is why rny decision 
about your journey is irrevocable.’^ 


Meanwhile the G.P.U. continued to weave their intrigue, 
fitienne had no difficulty in taking I.yova’s place in the 
Trotskyist orgatii/ation in Paris: he now^ published the Bulletin^ 
was Trotsky’s most ini])orlant conespondent in Europe, and 
kept in touch with new iefug(‘es liom the Stalinist terror who 
sought contact with Trotsky, 'i he ‘Russian section’ of the 
organization had only three or four memlx'rs in Paris, of whom 
none w'as as well versed in Soviet affairs and as (‘ducated and 
industrious as fitienne. From I.yova’s letters Trotsky knew that 
Lyova had regarded him as his most intimate and reliable 
friend; and the agent provocateur now did wdiat h(‘ could to 


1 The letter dated 19 Septeinbei 1938 is in The Archives, Closed Section. 
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confirm this opinion of himself. Playing on Trotsky’s paternal 
grief and sensibilities, he sought to arouse Trotsky’s distrust 
of people wlio were in his, Etienne’s, way. Within a week of 
Lyova’s death, he wrote to Trotsky with all due indignation 
that Sneevliet was spreading the ‘slanderous rumour’ that 
Lyova had been responsible for Reiss’s death; and with 
seeming casualness he reminded Trotsky of Lyova’s complete 
trust in him, Etienne, who had all the time held the key to 
Lyova’s letter box and collected all his mail.^ Trotsky, who had 
his political differences with Sneevliet, replied with an angry 
outburst against the ‘slanderer’.^ The agent provocateur was, 
of course, the model of an orthodox Trotskyist, never dissenting 
from the ‘Old Man’, yet never appearing as a contemptible 
yes-man either. Careful to give abundant yet not over-ostenta- 
tious proof of devotion, he inquired with touching concern about 
the Old Man’s health and well-l:)eing, addressing, however, 
such questions not to Trotsky himself but to one of the secre- 
taries. With Trotsky directly he discussed political questions and 
the contents of the Bulletin^ which now appeared more regularly 
than it had done for a long time. He asked Trotsky for a 
commemorative article on Reiss, which, he said, he was 
anxious to publish on the anniversary of Reiss’s death. He saw 
to it that the paper should come out witli a proper tribute to 
Lyova, too, on his first anniversary. He gave Trotsky notice 
that the Bulletin was going to come out witli an article, ‘Trotsky’s 
Life in Danger’, exposing the activities of C.P.U. agents in 
Mexico. He supplied Trotsky with data and (quotations drawn 
from flics of old Russian newspapers and from other, not easily 
accessible, j:)ublications, data and quotations which Trotsky 
needed for his Stalin. In a word, he made himself indispensable, 
almost as indispensable as Lyova had been. And all the time 
he unobtrusively added fuel to the feud between the sects and 
the quarrel between Trotsky and Jeanne, until Trotsky refused 
to support Jeanne’s application for a new official inquiry into 
the circumstances of Lyova’s death. Etienne himself did what 

1 Ktit’iuic cormspoiidcd with 'Trotsky somotiiries in his own name, sometimes on 
behalf of tlie ‘International Secretariat’, and sometimes as editor of the Bulletin 
Oppozitsn. See, e.g., letter of International Secretariat to Trotsky of 22 February 
1938 (signed by fjtiennc and Paulsen). 

Trotsky to the International Secretariat, 12 March 1938. The Archive Closed 
Section. 
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he could to obstruct the inquiry: presenting himself to the 
French police as ‘Leon Sedov’s closest friend’, he dismissed 
any suspicion of foul play, saying that Lyova’s death had been 
due to the feeble resistance of his constitiition.i 

The agent provocateur was also at the centre of the prepara- 
tions which the I rotskyisls were making for the ‘foundation 
congress of the Fourth International. In the very middle of 
the preparations, on 13 July 1938, Rudolf Klement, the 
German emigre who had been IVotsky’s secretary at Harbizon 
and was the secretary ol the would-be International, vanished 
mysteriously from his home in Paris. Al)oiit a fortnight later 
Trotsky received a letter, ostinsibly written and signed by 
Klement, but posted fiom New Yoik, w hich denounced Trot- 
sky’s alliance wdth Hitler, collaboration ^vith the Gestapo, &c. 
Having repeated the usual Stalinist accusations, the writer 
announced his break with 'i rotsky. f S(‘\ eral Fi (‘nch Trotskyists 
received copies of this letter which liad been ])osted at Perpig- 
nan.) The letter contained so many incongruities and blunders, 
which Klement could not possibly hav(' committed, that 
Trotsky at once concluded that it was plain forgery or that 
Klement had written it under durc'ss, wliih' a G.P.U. man 
pointed a revolver al him. 'Let Klianent, if he is still alive, 
come forw^ard and state before tin* judiciary, the ]K)lice, or 
any impartial commission everything he knows. One can fore- 
tell that the G.P.U. will in no case Id Inm out of their hands. 
Shortly thereafter Klemeiit’s body, horribly mutilated, was 
found washed ashoie by the waters of tin' S('ine. The gang 
that had assassinated Reiss had ( videnlly killed him too; and 
one of the killers had assumed in Klenumt’s name the attitude 
of a ‘disillusioned follower’ breaking with Trotsky - two years 
later Trotsky’s assassin was to adopt the same pose. 

Why had the G.P.U. picked Klement? He had not been 
outstanding among the I’rotskyists lor any special ability; 

1 fiticriiic’s deposition during the police interrogation quoted above. Ins letter 
to 1 rotsky of G June 19:^8; and 'Jrotsky’i* letter to ‘Comradtis J.ola aiul laiennc’, 
17 February 1939. Van lleijcnoort, Trotsky’ secretary, wrote to Naville on 29 
April 1938: ‘J’ai re^u des lettres dc divers a ns de France {l^tiemic rn parhculier) 
s’inquictant dc la situation du Vieux deinr idant des informations’. My italics. 
The Archives, Closed Section. See also B.O.^ tk s. G6-67, GB-69, and 70, 1938, and 

no. 74 , J 939 - 

2 B.O., nos. 68-69, 1938. 



4o8 the prophet outcast 

but he had been a modest and selfless worker who kept his 
eyes wide open to what was going on in the organization. 
It was, we think, hr who had urged Trotsky and Natalya to 
ask Lyova to leave France. Had he recently come into pos- 
session of some important G.P.U. secret ? Had he been on the 
track of their agent provocateur^ perhaps about to unmask 
him? "J’his, Trotsky guessed, would plausibly explain why the 
G.P. LJ. pounced and why they killed him in so vindictive and 
cruel a manner.^ 

By this time Snccvlict’s suspicion of Etienne had hardened 
into a certainty; and both he and Serge voiced it openly. The 
agent provocateur was so brazen as to ask Trotsky what to do 
about it. Trotsky replied that he should at once challenge his 
accusers to lay their charges before a competent commission: 
‘Comrade Etienne should take this step; and the sooner, the 
more categorically and firmly he docs it the better.’ Trotsky 
could give no other advice: in such cases it was customary 
and obligatory for a man who had come under suspicion to 
ask for an investigation and Ibr a chance to clear his honour. 
But Trotsky himself did not believe the accusation. ^ 

To make the strange tale stranger, another warning reached 
Trotsky within a month. It came from a senior officer of the 
G.P.U., now a refugee in the LTnited States. The author of 
the warning was, however, so afraid of the G.P.U. that he 
refused to disclose his identity and pretended to be an old 
American Jc^v of Russian origin conveying the message to 
Trotsky from a relative of his, a G.P.U. officer who had 
fled to Japan. The correspondent liegged Trotsky to bew^are of 
a dangerous stool-pigeon in Paris, who was called ‘Mark’. 
He did not know ‘Mark’s’ family name, but gave so detailed 
and accurate a description of Etienne’s person, background, 
and relations wdth Lyova, that Trotsky could have no doubt to 
whom he was rcfci ring. L’hc writer was amazed at the credu- 
lity and carelessness of the Trotskyists in Paris, wdiosc sus- 
picions had not been aroused even by the fact (which he 
claimed was wtII known) that ‘Mark’ had worked in the 
notorious Society for the Repatriation of Russian Emigres; 

1 Z?. 0 ., nos. 68—69, 1938. 

2 Trotsky to l^tienne on 2 December 1938 — the letter was formally addressed 
to the editors of the Bulletin. The Archives, Cllosed Section. Referring to Sneevliet’s 
accusations, 'I rotsky put ‘accusations’ in quotation marks. 
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and he assured Irotsky that if only they watched the stool- 
pigeon they would find that secretly he was still meeting 
officials of the Soviet Embassy. Whether ‘Mark’ ^vas guilty 
of Lyova’s death, the correspondent did not know; but he 
feared that ‘what was on the agenda now’ was Trotsky’s 
assassination, which was to be cairied out either by ‘Mark’ 
himself or by some S])aniard posing as a Ti otskyist. This was 
a weighty warning. ‘The main thing, Lev Davidovich’, the 
correspondent urged, ‘is that you should be on your guard. 
Distrust any man or woman whom this agent provocateur may 
send or recommend to you.’^ 

Trotsky did not leave the warning altogetlicr unheeded. 
Through a note in a Trotskyist paper, he asked the correspon- 
dent to get in touch with his followers in New York. The cor- 
respondent, afraid of rewealing himself to them, tried to speak 
to Trotsky over the telephone* from Ne'w York, but failed to 
contact him. The apparent lack e)f res])ons(‘ on the* corres- 
pondent’s part and the strange fe)rm ni his warning made 
Trotsky doubt his trustworthiness. N(‘V(‘rtheless, a small 
commission was formed at Coyoacan to investigate the matter; 
but it found no substance in the charges against Ltienne. 
Trotsky wondered whether' the de'niineiatie)n was not a G.P.U. 
hoax, designed to discredit the man who appe'areel to be the 
most efficient and devoted of his assistants, who spoke and 
wrote Russian, was thoroughly versed in Soviet affairs, and 
edited the Bulletin. All too many accusations had already been 
bandied about in the small Trotskyist circle in Paris anyhow; 
and if all of these were to be tak(‘n seriously, there would be 
no end to the chasing of agents provocateurs. He kn(*w all too 
well what a curse* stool-pigeons w<*i'e in any organization; 
but he also knew that constant susjficion and witch-hunting 
could be even worse. He decided not to lend ear to any accusa- 
tion unless it was unequivocally presented and substantiated. 
He prd'erred to take the gravest risks and to expose himself to 

^ Both my wife and 1 found the letter among Trotsky’s papers (in the ‘open’ 
section of The Archives) early in and copied it in extenso. Since then Alexander 

Orlov, a former G.P.U. officer, has claimed authorship of this letter. (See his 
deposition in Hearings of the U.S. Senate Committee on the Judiciary, sub-com- 
mittee dealing with the scope of Soviet activity in the U.S. Part 51 , pp. 34^3"9') 
For Orlov’s role in the G.P.U., especially during the purges in Spain, sec Jesus 
Hernandez, La Grande Trahison, and Orlov’s own Stalinas Crimes. 
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extreme danger rather than to infect and demoralize his 
followers with distrust and scares. And so the agent provocateur 
went on acting as his factotum in Paris until the out- 
break of the war.^ 


Within a fortnight of Lyova’s death, Bukharin, Rykov, 
Rakovsky, Krestinsky, and Yagoda appeared in the dock in 
Moscow. It might have seemed that in the previous trials the 
macabre imagination of the stage producer had reached the 
limit. But those trials looked almost like essays in moderate 
realism compared with the new fantasmagoria. Once again 
Prosecutor and defendants denounced Trotsky as the chief of 
the conspiracy, which this time included the Bukharinists, 
who had been his deadly enemies. Lyova loomed as his father’s 
accomplice even larger than in the earlier indictments. After 
a feeble attempt to deny the accusations, Krestinsky confessed 
that he had repeatedly conspired with Trotsky personally and 
Lyova in Berlin and various European resorts; that he 
had contacted Lyova with General von Sccckt, chief of the 
Reichswehr\ and had paid out two million goldmarks, nearly a 
million dollars, and various other sums to finance the conspiracy. 
Trotsky and the defendants were now depicted as the agents 
not only of Hitler and the Mikado, but of British Military 
Intelligence as well, and even of the Polish Deuxieme Bureau. 
To the familiar tales about attempts on the lives of Stalin, 
Voroshilov, and Kaganovich, and about railway catastrophes, 
colliery explosions, and mass poisonings of workers, were 
added stories about the assassination of Gorky, Menzhinsky, 
Kuibyshev, and even of Sverdlov, who had died in 1919 — 
all these Trotsky had on his conscience. With each confession, 
the conspiracy not only grew in scope and swelled beyond the 

1 Mrs. Lilia Dalliii (the ‘coiniadc Lola’ of tlic Russian Section of the Inter- 
national Secretariat in Paris in the late nineteen-thirties) testified in the U.S. that 
when she came to Goyoacan in the summer of 1939, Trotsky showed her the letter 
warning him against Etienne. ‘I felt a bit uncomfortable because the details were 
very unpleasant. ... I said: “That is certainly a dirty job of the N.K.V.D., who 
want to deprive you of your few collaborators . . and ... he [Trotsky] had 
another letter from another unnamed correspondent telling him that a woman, 
meaning me, is coming to visit him and will poison him. So we both decided . . . 
that ... it was a hoax of the N.K.V.D. . . . And the first thing I did [on returning 
to Paris] was to tell fitienne about it. ... I trusted him’, fitienne had a ‘hearty 
laugh* about the matter. Isaac Don Levine, The Mind of an Assassin, p. 60. 
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bounds of reason; it also extended back in time, to the very 
first weeks of the Soviet regime, and even to earlier periods. 
Like ghosts, Kamkov and Karelin, once leaders of the left 
Social Revolutionaries, came to the courtroom to testify that 
in 1918, when they staged their anti-Bolshevik insurrection, 
they had acted in secret accord with Bukharin, who was out 
to assassinate Lenin. Yagoda, who had for ten years been in 
charge of the persecution of the Trotskyists, had deported them 
en masse, had introduced torture in prisons and concentration 
camps, and had prepared the trial of Zinoviev and Kamenev, 
now claimed to have been all this time a mere tool in Trotsky’s 
hands. Alongside former members of the Politbureau or the 
Central Committee and Ministers and Ambassadors, a group 
of distinguished doctors sat in the dock. One of them. Doctor 
Levin, a septuagenarian, had been Lenin’s and Stalin’s 
personal physician since the revolution; and he was charged 
with having, on Yagoda’s orders, poisoned Gorky and Kuiby- 
shev. For many hours in the course of several sessions the 
doctors related how they plied their poisonous trade within the 
walls of the Kremlin, describing all manner of sadistic pro- 
cedures in which they had allegedly indulged.^ 

Trotsky compared this trial with ihe Rasputin affair, for 
the trial, he said, reeked with ‘the same rot and decay of an 
autocracy’. Perhaps nothing shows more tellingly than this 
comparison how his mind boggled at the spectacle. The 
Rasputin affair had, ol course, been a puny and almost in- 
nocuous incident, compared with any of these trials, and the 
trials can hardly be said to have hastened Stalin s downfall 
even though they were to cover his memory with shame and 
disgrace. Yet Trotsky found no more adequate precedent or 
parallel, because none existed. Stalin had in a sense surpassed 
all historical experience and imagination: he set a new sc^c 
to the terror and imparted to it a new dimension. As the 
trials proceeded, anv rational reaction to them became more 
and more helpless. Trotsky went on exposing the absurdities 
of the case, elaborating methodically his alibi, and proving 
that neither lie nor Lyova could have conspired with any of 
the defendants, let alone with General von Seeckt, at the 
places and the dates indicated. 

1 Sudebnyi Oichet po Delu anti-Sovietskovo i Fravo-Trotskistskovo Bloka. 
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In this criminal activity [he commented] Prime Ministers, 
Ministers, Generals, Marshals, and Ambassadors, appear invariably 
to have taken their orders from a single quarter— not from their 
official leader but from a banished man. A wink from Trotsky was 
enough for veterans of the revolution to become Hitler’s and the 
Mikado’s agents. On Trotsky’s ‘instructions’, transmitted through 
the first and best Tass correspondent, the leaders of industry, 
agriculture, and transport were destroying the nation’s productive 
resources and shattering its civilization. On an order from the 
‘enemy of the people’, sent out from Norway or Mexico, railway- 
men wrecked military transports in the Far East and highly re- 
spectable doctors poisoned their patients in the Kremlin. This is 
the astounding picture . . . drawn by Vyshinsky. . . . But here a 
difficulty arises. In a totalitarian regime it is the apparatus [i.c. 
the party and state machine] that exercises the dictatorship. If 
my underlings have occupied all the crucial positions in the appara- 
tus, how is it that Stalin is in the Kremlin and that I am in exile 

He referred to the international setting and the consequences 
of the trials: Hitler’s troops had just marched triumphantly 
into Austria and were getting ready for further conquests: 

Is Stalin still chuckling behind the scenes? Has this unforeseen 
turn of events not yet taken his breath away ? True, he is separated 
from the world by a wall of ignorance and of servility. True, he is 
accustomed to think that world opinion is nothing and the G.P.U. 
is everything. But the threatening and multiplying symptoms must 
be visible even to him. The working masses of the world are seized 
by acute anxiety. . . . Fascism is gaining victory after victory and 
finding its chief aid ... in Stalinism. Terrible military perils knock 
at all the doors of the Soviet Union. And Stalin has chosen this 
moment to shatter the army and trample over the nation. . . . 
Even this Tillis impostor . . . must find it harder to chuckle. An 
immense hatred is growing around him; a terrible resentment is 
suspended over his head. . . . 

It is quite possible that a regime which exterminates . . . the 
nation’s best brains may eventually provoke a genuinely terroristic 
opposition. What is more: it would be contrary to all laws of history 
if [it did not do so]. . . . But this terrorism of despair and revenge 
is alien to the adherents of the Fourth International. . . . Individual 
revenge . . . would be all too little for us. What political and moral 
satisfaction indeed could the working class derive from the assassina- 
tion of Gain-Djugashvili, whom any new bureaucratic ‘genius’ 

1 B.O., no. 65, 1938. 
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would replace without difficulty? In so far as Stalin’s personal 
fortunes can be of any interest to us at all, we should only wish that 
he should survive the crurnblinfj^ of his own system; and that is 
not very far off. 

He forecast ‘another trial, a genuine one’, at which the 
workers will sit in judgement over Stalin and his accomplices. 
‘No words will then be found in the human language to defend 
this most malignant of all the Cains that can be found in 
history. . . . The monuments he has erected to himself will be 
pulled down or taken into museums and placed there in 
chambers of totalitarian horrors. And the victorious working 
class will revise all the trials, public and secret, and will erect 
monuments to the unfortunate victims of Stalinist villainy and 
infamy on the squares of a liberated Soviet Union.’* 

Again, this prophecy was to come true, but not for many 
years. In the meantime, the purges, by their scale and force, 
acted like an immense natural cataclysm, against which all 
human reaction was vain. The terror crushed brains, broke 
wills, and flattened all resistance. The immense hatreds and 
resentments of which Trotsky spoke Mere there; but they were 
pressed deep down, where they were to remain stored for the 
future; at present and for the rest of the Stalin era they could 
find no outlet. All those — the Trotskyists in the first instance 
— in whom such emotions were allied with a political conscious- 
ness and who had ideas and programmes of action to offer — 
all such people were being exterminated systematically and 
pitilessly. 

For over ten years Stalin had kept the Trotskyists behind 
bars and barbed wire, and subjecting them to inhuman per- 
secution, demoralized many of them, divided them, and almost 
succeeded in cutting them off from society. By 1934 Trotskyism 
seemed to have been stamped out completely. Yet two or 
three years later Stalin was more afraid of it than ever. Para- 
doxically, the great purges and mass deportations that had 
followed the assassination of Kirov gave fresh life to Trotsky- 
ism. With tens and even hundreds of thousands of newly- 
banished people around them, the Trotskyists were no longer 
isolated. They were rejoined by the mass of capitulators, who 


1 Ibid. The leading article. 
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ruefully reflected that things might have never come to the pre- 
sent pass if they had held out with the Trotskyists. Oppositionists 
of younger age groups, Komsomoltsy who first turned against 
Stalin long after Trotskyism had been defeated, ‘deviationists’ 
of every possible variety, ordinary workers deported for 
trivial offences against labour discipline, and malcontents and 
grumblers who began to think politically only behind barbed 
wire - -all these formed an immense new audience for the 
Trotskyist veterans.^ The regime in the concentration camps 
was more and more cruel: the inmates had to slave ten or 
twelve hours a day; they starved; and they wasted away amid 
disease and indescribable squalor. Yet the camps were once 
again becoming schools and training grounds of the opposi- 
tion, with the Trotskyists as the unrivalled tutors. It was they 
who were at the head of the deportees in nearly all the strikes 
and hunger strikes, who confronted the administration with 
demands for improvements in camp conditions, and who by 
their defiant, often heroic behaviour, inspired others to hold 
out. Tightly organized, self-disciplined, and politically well 
informed, they were the real elite of that huge segment of the 
nation that had been cast behind the barbed wire. 

Stalin realized that he would achieve nothing by further 
persecution. It was hardly possible to add to the torment and 
the oppression, which had only surrounded the Trotskyists 
with the halo of martyrdom. They were a menace to him as 
long as they were alive; and with war and its hazards approach- 
ing, the potential threat might become actual. We have seen 
that since he had first seized power he had to reconquer it over 
and over again. He now decided to rid himself of the necessity to 
go on reconquering it; he was out to ensure it once for all and 
against all hazards. There was only one way in which he could 
achieve this: by the wholesale extermination of his opponents; 
above all, of the Trotskyists. The Moscow trials had been 

1 M. Fainsod in Smolensk Under Soviet Rule quotes, fiom captured G.P.U. docu- 
ments, cases when even in 1936-7, at the height of tlie purges, workers who were 
asked who should be considered an exemplary Bolshevik replied: Trotsky (and/or 
Zinoviev) ; and when school children, at a meeting called to commemorate Kirov, 
proposed that Trotsky be included in the honorary pracsidium (p. 302 and passim). 
Trotskyism had not been especially popular in the Smolensk province; and such 
cases were more frequent in other parts of the country. All culprits, often even 
the children, were deported as ‘Trotskyists.’ For a description of the orgy of 
the denunciation of ‘Trotskyists* in the Smolensk area, sec ibid., pp. 232-7. 
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staged to justify this design, the main part of which was now 
carried out, not in the limelight of the courtrooms, but in the 
dungeons and camps of the East and far North. 


An eye-witness, an cx-inmate of the great Vorkuta camp but 
not a Trotskyist himself, thus describes the last activities of 
the Trotskyists and their annihilation. ^ There were, he says, 
in his camp alone about a thousand old Trotskyists, calling 
themselves ‘Bolshcviks-Leninists’. Roughly live hundred of 
these worked at the Vorkuta colliery. In all the camps of the 
Pechora province there were several thousands of ‘orthodox 
Trotskyists’, who ‘had been in deportation since 1927’ and 
‘remained true to their political ideas and leaders till the end’. 
The writer probably includes former capitulators among the 
‘orthodox Trotskyists’, for otherwise his estimate of their 
number would appear greatly exaggerated.^ ‘Apart from these 
genuine Trotskyists’, he goes on to say, ‘there were about this 
time more than one hundred thousand inmates of the camps 
in Vorkuta and elsewhere, who as party members or Kom- 
somoltsy had joined the Trotskyist Opposition and had then, 
at various times and for various reasons, . . . been forced to 
“recant and admit their mistakes” and to leave the ranks of 
the Opposition.’ Many deportees, who had never been party 
members, also regarded themselves as Trotskyists. 1 hese 
numbers again must include oppositionists of eveiy possible 
shade, even some of Rykov’s and Bukhaiin s adherents, and 
newcomers of the young and youngest age groups, as our eye- 
witness himself indicates. 

‘All the same’, he remarks, ‘th(‘. Trotskyists proper, the 
followers of L. D. Trotsky, were the most numerous group.’ 
Among their leaders he lists V. V. Kossior, Posnansky, Vladimir 
Ivanov, and other authentic Irotskyists of long standing. 
‘They arrived at the colliery in the summer of 1936 and were 
put up ... in two large shanties. They refused categorically to 
work in the pits. They worked only at the pitheads and for not 
more than eight hours a day, not ten or twelve hours, as the 

iThis report {'Twtsklsty na Vorkute'), signed M.B., appeared in the ^migre- 
'Mcnshevlk Solualistiche,skii VesUiik^ nos. lo-ii, 

- Compare Chapter I, p. di. 
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regulations required and as all other inmates laboured. They 
ignored the camp regulations ostentatiously and in an organized 
manner. Most of them had spent about ten years in isolation, 
first in jails, then in camps on the Solovky Islands, and finally 
at Vorkuta. The Trotskyists were the only groups of political 
prisoncis who openly criticized the Stalinist ‘general line’ 
and openly and in an organized manner resisted the jailers.’ 
They still proclaimed, as Trotsky did abroad, that in case of 
war they would defend the Soviet Union unconditionally, but 
seek to overthrow Stalin’s government; and even ‘ultra-lefts’, 
like Sapronov’s adherents, shared this attitude, though with 
reservations. 

In the autumn of 1936, after the trial of Zinoviev and Kam- 
enev, the Trotskyists arranged camp meetings and demon- 
strations in honour of their executed comrades and leaders. 
Shortly after, on 27 October, they began a hunger strike — 
this was the strike in which, according to the account quoted 
earlier, Sergei, Trotsky’s younger son, took part. The Trotsky- 
ists of all tlie Pechora camps joined in and the strike lasted 
132 days. The strikers protested against their transfer from 
previous places of deportation and their penalization without 
open trial. They demanded an eight-hour working day, the 
same food for all inmates (regardless of whether they fulfilled 
production norms or not), separation of political and criminal 
prisoners, and the removal of invalids, women, and old people 
from sub-Polar regions to areas with a milder climate. The 
decision to strike was taken at an open meeting. Sick and old- 
age prisoners were exempted; ‘but the latter categorically 
rejected the exemption’. In almost every barrack non-Trotsky- 
ists responded to the call, but only ‘in the shanties of the 
Trotskyists was the strike complete’. 

The administration, afraid that the action might spread, 
transferred the 'IVotskyists to some half-ruined and deserted 
huts twenty-five miles away from the camp. Of a total of 
1,000 strikers several died and only two broke down; but those 
two were not Trotskyists. In March 1937, on orders from Mos- 
cow, the camp administration yielded on all points; and the 
strike came to an end. In the next few months, before the 
Yezhov terror reached its height, the Trotskyists benefited 
from the rights they had won; and this raised the spirits of all 
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Other deportees so much that many of them looked forward to 
the twentieth anniversary of the October Revolution, hoping 
that a partial amnesty would be promulgated. But presently 
the terror came back with fresh fury. The food ration was 
reduced to 400 gr. of bread a day. The G.P.U. armed criminal 
prisoners with clubs and incited them against the Opposition- 
ists. There were indiscriminate shootings; and all political 
prisoners were isolated in a camp within the camp, surrounded 
by barbed wire, and guarded by a hundred heavily armed 
soldiers, day and night. 

One morning, towards the end of March 1938, twenty-five 
men, mostly leading Trotskyists, were called out, given a 
kilogram of bread each, and ordered to collect their belong- 
ings and prepare for a march. ‘After a warm leave-taking with 
friends, they left the shanties; there was a roll call and they 
were marched out. In about fifteen or twenty minutes a volley 
was suddenly fired about half a kilometre from the shanties, 
near the steep bank of a little river, the Upper Vorkuta. Then 
a few disorderly shots were heard, and silence fell. Soon the 
men of the escort were back, and they passed by the shanties. 
Everyone understood what march it w^as the twenty-five had 
been sent on.’ 

On the next day no fewer than forty people were called out 
in this w^ay, given their bread ration, and ordere d to get 
ready. ‘Some were so exhausted that they could not walk; 
they were promised they would be put on carts. With bated 
breath the people in the shanties listened to the creaking of 
the snow under the feet of those who were marched away. 
All sounds had already died down; yet everyone was still 
listening tensely. After about an hour shots resounded across 
the tundra.’ The crowd in the shanties knew now what awaited 
them; but after the long hunger strike of the previous year and 
many more months of freezing and starvation, they had not 
the strength to resist. ‘Throughout April and part of May 
the executions in the tundra went on. Eveiy day or every other 
day thirty to forty people would be called out. . . Com- 
muniques were broadcast over loudspeakers: ‘For counter- 
revolutionary agitation, sabotage, banditry, refusal to work, 
and attempts to escape, the following have been executed. . . .’ 
‘Once a large group, about a hundred people, mostly 
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Trotskyists, were taken out. ... As they marched away, they 
sang the Internationale; and hundreds of voices in the shanties 
joined in the singing.’ The eye-witness describes the executions 
of the families of the Oppositionists — the wife of one Trotskyist 
walked on her crutches to the execution place. Children were 
left alive only if they were less than twelve years of age. The 
massacre went on in all the camps of the Pechora province 
and lasted until May. At Vorkuta ‘only a little over a hundred 
people were left alive in the huts. About two weeks passed 
away quietly. Then the survivors were sent back to the colliery, 
where they were told that Yezhov had been dismissed and that 
Beria was in charge of the G.P.U.’ 

By this time hardly any of the authentic Trotskyists or Zino- 
vievists were left alive. When about two years later hundreds 
of thousands of new deportees, Poles, Latvians, Lithuanians, 
and Estonians, arrived in the camps, they found among the 
old inmates many disgraced Stalinists and even a few Buk- 
harinists, but no Trotskyists or Zinovievists. An old deportee 
would tell the story of their extermination in whispers or hints, 
because nothing was more dangerous even for a wretched 
deportee than to draw on himself the suspicion of harbouring 
any sympathy or pity for the Trotskyists.^ 

The terror of the Yezhov period amounted to political 
genocide: it destroyed the whole species of the anti-Stalinist 
Bolsheviks. During the remaining fifteen years of Stalin’s 
rule no group was left in Soviet society, not even in the prisons 
and camps, capable of challenging him. No centre of inde- 
pendent political thinking had been allowed to survive. A 
tremendous gap had been torn in the nation’s consciousness; 
its collective memory was shattered; the continuity of its 
revolutionary traditions was broken; and its capacity to form 
and crystallize any non -conformist notions was destroyed. The 
Soviet Union was finally left, not merely in its practical 
politics, but even in its hidden mental processes, without any 
alternative to Stalinism. (Such was the amorphousness of the 
popular mind that even after Stalin’s death no anti-Stalinist 
movement could spring from below, from the depth of the 

1 1 am indebted for detailed and perceptive descriptions of life in the Vorkuta 
camps during the later period to Bernard Singer, the well-known Polish journalist, 
who was deported there in the early years of the Second World War. 
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Soviet society ; and the reform of the most anachronistic features 
of the Stalinist regime could be undertaken only from above, 
by Stalin’s former underlings and accomplices.) 

While the trials in Moscow were engaging the world’s awe- 
struck attention, the great massacre in the concentration camps 
passed almost unnoticed. It was carried out in such deep 
secrecy that it look years for the truth to leak out. Trotsky knew 
better than anyone that only a small part of the terror revealed 
itself through the trials; he surmised what was happening in 
the background. Yet even he could not guess or visualise the 
whole truth; and had he done so, his mind would hardly 
have been able to absorb its full enormity and all its implica- 
tions during the short time left to him. He still assumed that 
the anti-Stalinist forces would presently come to the fore, 
articulate and politically efi'ective; and in particular that they 
would be able to overthrow Stalin in the course of the war and 
to conduct the war towards a victorious and revolutionary 
conclusion. He still reckoned on the regeneration of the old 
Bolshevism to whose wide and deep influence Stalin’s ceaseless 
crusades seemed to be unwitting tributes. He was unaware 
of the fact that all anti-Stalinist forces had been wiped out; that 
Trotskyism, Zinovievism, and Bukharinism, all drowned in 
blood, had, like some Atlantis, vanished from all political 
horizons; and that he himself was now the sole survivor of 
Atlantis. 


Throughout the summer of 1938 Trotsky was busy preparing 
the ‘Draft Programme’ and resolutions for the ‘foundation 
congress’ of the International. In fact this was a small con- 
ference of Trotskyists, held at the home of Alfred Rosmer at 
Perigny, a village near Paris, on 3 September 1938. Twenty- 
one delegates were present, claiming to represent the organiza- 
tions of eleven countries.^ The conference was overshadowed 
by the recent assassinations and kidnappings. It elected the 
three young martyrs: Lyova, Klement, and Erwin Wolf, as 

1 This account is based on the ‘Minutes of the World Congress of the Fourth 
International* held on 3 September 1938. The Archives, Closed Section. (An 
identical copy of the Minutes obtained from former British Trotskyists has been 
in my possession.) In 1938, I remember, I read a more detailed, critical report of 
the ‘Congress’ by its Polish participants. 
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its honorary Presidents.^ Along with Klement, the organizing 
secretary of' the conference, reports on Trotskyist work in 
various countries, the draft of the statutes of the Fourth Inter- 
national, and other documents had vanished. In order to 
prevent another coup by the G.P.U. the conference held only 
one plenary session, which lasted a whole day without a break; 
and it refused to admit observers from the Catalonian P.O.U.M. 
and the French Parti Socialiste Ouvrier et Paysan?' To assure the 
‘deepest secrecy’ a communique issued after the conference 
spoke of the ‘congress held at Lausanne’. At the conference, 
however, fitienne ‘represented’ the ‘Russian section’ of the 
International. Two ‘guests’ were also present; one of them was 
a certain Sylvia Agelof, a Trotskyist from New York, who 
served as an interpreter. She had come over from the States 
some time earlier and in Paris met a man calling himself 
Jacques Mornard, whose mistress she became. He hovered 
somewhere outside the conference room, pretending to take 
no interest in the highly secret gathering and waiting only for 
Sylvia to come out. 

Max Shachtman presided over the conference, which during 
its one-day session voted on the reports of the commissions and 
on the resolutions most of which had come from Trotsky’s 
pen. The formal agenda was so crowded that it would have 
kept any normal congress busy for a week. Naville delivered 
the ‘progress report’, which was to justify the organizers’ 
decision to proclaim the foundation of the Fourth Inter- 
national. Unwittingly, however, he revealed that the Inter- 
national was little more than a fiction: none of its so-called 
Executives and International Bureaus held been able to work 
in the past few years. The ‘sections’ of the International con- 
sisted of a few dozen, or at most, a few hundred members each 
— this was true even of the American section, the most numer- 
ous of all, which claimed a formal membership of 2,500.® The 

^ Erwin Wolf, Trotsky’s secretary in Norway and Konrad Knudsen’s son-in-law, 
had gone to Spain in 1936 and perished there at the hands of the G.P.U. 

2 Both P.O.U.M. and the Parti Socialiste Ouvrier et Paysan (a small, lively French 
party led by Marceau Pi vert) ‘sympathized* with Trotskyism, but had their 
differences with it. 

3 In the Interrial Bulletins of the American Trotskyists the membership was given 
as 1 ,000. Dwight Macdonald says in Memoirs oj a Revolutionist ^ p. 1 7 : ‘We had about 
eight hundred members’. 
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conference, however, remained unshaken in its determination 
to constitute itself a ‘foundation congress’, as Trotsky had 
advised. Only two Polish delegates protested that ‘the Polish 
section as a whole was opposed to the proclamation of the 
Fourth InternationaP. Ihey pointed out that it was hopeless 
to try to create a new International while the workers’ move- 
ment, as a whole, was on the ebb, during ‘a period of intense 
reaction and political depression’, and that all previous Inter- 
nationals had to some extent owed their success to the fact 
that they had been formed in times of revolutionary upsurge. 
‘The creation of every one of the earlier Internationals con- 
stituted a definite threat to bourgeois rule. . . . This will not 
be the case with the Fourth International. No significant 
section of the working class will respond to our manifesto. It is 
necessary to wait. . . The Poles agreed with Trotsky that the 
Second and the Third Internationals were 'morally dead’; 
but they warned the conference that it was liivolous to under- 
rate the hold those Internationals had on tlie allegiance of 
the working class in many countries; and although tlic Poles 
endorsed Trotsky’s ‘Draft Programme’ they appealed again 
and again to their comrades to refrain Irom ‘making an 
empty gesture’ and ‘committing r. folly’. ^ 

These were weighty objections; and they came from the only 
Trotskyist group outside the U.S.S.R. which had behind it 
many years of clandestine revolutionary work and a solid 
tradition of Marxist thought going back to Rosa Luxemburg, 
Much of the conference w^as taken up by rejoinders to the 
Poles; but no serious attempt was made to refute their argu- 
ment. Naville declared that the moment was ‘uniquely suit- 
able’ for the creation of the new International. ‘It was essential 
to put an end to the present indeterminate situation and to 
have a definite programme, a definitely constituted inter- 
national leadership, and definitely formed national sections.’ 

’ Of the two Polish delegales one, ‘Steplicn’, a young scientist studying iiiFrancc, 
had spent several years of his adolescence in a Polish prison for juvcMiilcs because 
of his political activity; and the other ‘Karl’, an elderly Jewish worker, had spent 
twelve years in prisons under the Tsar and Pilsudski, had taken part in the October 
revolution in Moscow, and had fought in the first battles of the civil war in Russia, 
after which he returned to Poland; was scnlenccd to death there for his revolu- 
tionary activity and esca])cd while he was b(‘ing led to his execution. I was the 
author of the argument against the foundation of the Fourth International which 
these two delegates advanced at the conference. 
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Shachtman dismissed the historical arguments of the Poles as 
‘irrelevant and false’ and described them as ‘the Mensheviks 
in our midst’, for only Mensheviks could show so poor a grasp 
of the importance of organization and so little faith in the future 
of the International. In the vote the conference decided by a 
majority of nineteen against three to proclaim the Fourth 
International there and then. 

After a hurried and almost unanimous acceptance of all 
other resolutions, the delegates proceeded to elect an Execu- 
tive Committee. At this point fitienne, who had been the 
chief speaker on the ‘Russian question’, protested that the 
‘Russian section’ had not been allocated a scat. The conference 
made good this oversight and nominated Trotsky as a ‘secret’ 
and Honorary Member of the Executive. As Trotsky could 
not participate in the Executive’s work, the agent provocateur 
was to go on representing the ‘Russian section’. 


Trotsky decided to ‘found’ the new International at a time 
when, as the Poles warned him, the act could make no impact. 
His adherents in the Soviet Union (‘the strongest section of 
the Fourth International’) had been exterminated. His follow- 
ing in Europe and Asia was dwindling. In nearly all countries 
cast of the Rhine and south of the Alps the labour movement 
was crushed. No Marxist organization could engage in syste- 
matic clandestine activity under Hitler’s rule in Germany, 
Austria, and presently in Czechoslovakia. In France the 
Popular Front was crumbling in disappointment and apathy. 
In Spain the civil war was drawing to an end, with the left 
self-defeated morally even before it was vanquished militarily. 
The whole of the European continent was politically prostrate, 
waiting only for Hitler’s armed might to roll over it. Years 
of Nazi occupation and unbearable oppression and humilia- 
tion were needed to force the working classes of some countries 
back into political activity or into the Resistance. But then the 
workers, at least in France and Italy, turned to the Stalinist 
parties, which were associated with the Soviet Union, the 
greatest and since 1941 the most effective force of the Resistance. 
Whatever the changing circumstances, the influence of 
Trotskyism was bound to remain negligible. 
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The prospects were no better for it in Asia, even though Asia 
was full of revolutionary ferment. Trotsky devoted much time 
and attention to the social and political developments in 
China, Japan, India, Indo-China, and Indonesia. In all these 
countries he exercised an influence on small groups of com- 
munist intellectuals and workers. But nowhere, with the 
peculiar exception of Ceylon, were his followers able to form 
an eifcctivc political party. Even in China, where his opposi- 
tion to Stalin’s policy in 1925 -7 might have been expected to 
make the greatest impression, the Fourth International did not 
possess a section worthy of the name. Trotskyist groups, working 
clandestinely, under the pressure of terrible poverty, and 
persecuted by Kuomintang and Stalinists alike, consisted of 
two dozen men in Shangai, a few dozen in Hongkong, and 


smaller circles scattered over the central and eastern pro- 
vinces. Even after Chen Tu-hsiu had embraced Trotskyism 
they never managed to break out ol their isolation. Chen 
Tu-hsiu spent six years in prison; on his release he was banished 
to a remote village in the Chungking province and forbidden 
to engage in politics or publish his writings. He lived in star- 
vation and fear, weighed down by the odium ol his responsi- 
bility for the defeat of 1927, distrusted even by the Trotskyists, 
calumniated by the Maoists, surrounded by spies, and threat- 
ened with murder by Chiang Kai-sliek's police who eventually, 
in 1943, w'ere to imprison him again and assassinate him. In 
iqaB and 1939 Trotsky tried desperately to bring him out of 
China, hoping that ‘he could play in the Fourth International 
a role comparable to that Katayama played in the Ihird, 
but . . . with greater advantage to the cause of revolution. 
But Chen Tu-hsiu was already breaking down under the 
strain and sinking into the blackest pessimism. He nevertheless 
occasionally still surveyed the Chinese scene with great 
perspicacity and pointed out where and why Trotsky isrn was 
failing. In a statement written two months after the proclama- 
tion of the Fourth International he explained, for instance, 
why the revolutionary movement in China must base itself on 
the peasantry, and not (as Trotsky and he himself had ex- 
pected) on the urban workers. The Japanese had dismantled 
industry in China’s most advanced provinces; consequently the 
Chinese working class was reduced numerically, materially, and 
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spiritually, to the condition in which it had been thirty or forty 
years earlier’. It was therefore vain to assume that the revolu- 
tion could find its main centres in the towns. ‘If we do not 
grasp now what are likely to be the political circumstances of the 
future and if we do not recognize clearly the weakness of the 
Chinese proletariat and the condition of its party, we shall be 
shutting ourselves up in our small holes, shall slumber away 
our clianccs, and, taking great pride in ourselves, feed on con- 
solations.’ The Trotskyists, he went on, by their sectarian 
arrogance, their purely negative attitude towards Maoism, 
and their insensitivity to the needs of the war against Japan 
were cutting themselves off from political realities. He feared 
that the proclamation of the Fourth International would 
merely encourage them in their ‘conceits and illusions’; and 
that the venture would end in bankruptcy. He himself leaned 
towards reconciliation now with the Kuomintang and now 
with Maoism; but was unable or unwilling to come to terms 
with either; and it was as a broken man that he lived out his 
last tragic years. His warnings and his fate summed up the 
predicament of Trotskyism in his part of the world.^ 

The only country where Trotskyism stirred a little was the 
United States. In January 1938, after various splits and mergers, 
the Socialist Workers’ party formed itself, and soon gained the 
title of ‘the strongest section’ of the Fourth International. It 
had to its credit some militant activity in trade unions and 
industry; and it published regularly two periodicals: The New 
International, a ‘theoretical monthly’, and The Militant. At its 
head there was a fairly large team of, by American standards, 
experienced and able leaders, of whom James P. Cannon, 
Max Shachtman, and James Burnham were the best known. ^ 
Trotsky was always at the party’s call, willing to advise, 
criticize, praise, prod, and settle disputes and squabbles. 
Emissaries travelled between New York and Mexico City; and 

1 See Trotsky’s letters to ‘Comrade Glass’ of 5 February and 25 June 1938; and 
H. Fleetman’s account of impressions from a journey to China and meetings with 
Chinese Trotskyists. (19 February 1940.) Trotsky’s abundant correspondence with 
his Chinese followers testifies to his never-flagging intense interest in prospects of 
the Chinese revolution. I am quoting Chen Tu-hsiu’s views from a long essay of 
his, written in Szechwan and dated 3 November 1938. The Archives ^ Closed Section. 

James P. Cannon, The History oj American Trotskyism', M. Pablo, ‘Vingt ans dela 
Quatrieme Internationale’ in QuatrUme Internationale, 1958-9; and M. Shachtman, 
*Twenty-five Years of American Trotskyism* in The New International, 1954. 
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contact was facilitated by the circumstance that the secretaries 
and bodyguards at the Blue House were nearly all Americans. 
New York rather than Paris was now the centre of Trotsky- 
ism. Even so, the American party too was a feeble shoot 
planted in a soil from which it could draw all too little 
nourishment. 

Why then, despite such uiipropitious auguries, did Trotsky 
go ahead with the proclamation of the Fourth International ? 

It was more than five years now since he had decided that 
it was impossible ‘to sit in one International with Stalin, 
Manuilsky, & Co.’. In these years the J'hird International had 
deteriorated so much further and had become so depraved 
that he was impelled to sever himself and his following from 
it as sharply and dramatically as possible. Lenin, in his re- 
vulsion against the Second International, had once urged 
the Bolsheviks to throw off the old ‘dirty shii t’ of Social 
Democracy and call themselves C^ommunists. Trotsky spoke 
of the ‘syphilis of Stalinism’ or of the ‘cancer that must be 
burned out of the labour movement with a hot iron’; and he 
believed that he was bringing to life an organization that 
would play a decisive part in the revolutionary class struggles 
to come.^ 

What is less clear is whether he hoped for success in the near 
future or whether he was working ‘for history’, without any 
such hope. His own statements arc contradictory. ‘All great 
movements’, he wrote once, referring to the smallness of his 
following, ‘have begun as “splinter grou]is” of old movements. 
Christianity was at the beginning a “splinter” of Judaism. 
Protestantism — a “splinter” of Catholicism, that is of de- 
generate Christianity. The grouping of Marx and Engels came 
into being as a “splinter” of the Hegelian left. The Communist 
International was prepared during the last war by “splinters” 
of the Social Democratic International. The initiators of all 
these movements were able to gain mass followings only be- 
cause they were not afraid of remaining isolated.’ A passage 
like this, for all its historical optimism, suggests that Trotsky 
did not expect any early and decisive success. On the other 
hand, the Draft Programme, which he wrote for the Inter- 
national, was not so much a statement of principles as an 

1 B.O., no. 71, November 1938, speech in English on the ‘Foundation Congress*. 
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instruction on tactics, designed for a party up to its ears in 
trade union struggles and day-to-day politics and striving to 
gain practical leadership immediately. In a message on the 
‘foundation congress’ he wrote: ‘Henceforth the Fourth 
International is confronted with the task of a mass move- 
ment. ... It is now the only organization which has not merely 
a clear idea of what are the driving forces of this . . . epoch, 
but also a full set of day-to-day demands capable of uniting 
the masses for the revolutionary struggle for power. . . .’ And 
he went on; ‘The disproportion between our strength today 
and our tasks tomorrow is clearer to us than to our critics. 
But the severe and tragic dialectic of our epoch is working 
for us. The masses whom [war will] drive to utter despair and 
indignation will find no other leadership than that which the 
Fourth International offers them.’ In an address to his Ameri- 
can followers he exalted the mission of the new International 
in an almost mystical vein and even more confidently: . .in 
the course of the coming ten years the programme of the 
Fourth International will gain the adherence of millions, and 
these revolutionary millions will be able to storm heaven and 
earth.’ In the days of the Munich crisis he stated again that 
though the Fourth International might be weak at the be- 
ginning of the next war, ‘each new day will work in our favour. 
... In the very first months of the war a stormy reaction against 
the fumes of chauvinism will set in among the working masses. 
Its first victims will be, along with fascism, the parties of the 
Second and Third Internationals. Their collapse will be the 
indispensable condition for an open revolutionary movement 
. . . led ... by the Fourth International.’ To Kingsley Martin, 
who visited him in 1937, he exclaimed: T tell you that in three 
to five years from now the Fourth International will be a great 
force in the world. 

1 5 . 0 . , loc. cit. and nos. 66-Gj and 71, 1938. The meeting with Kingsley Martin, 
described by the latter in The New Statesman of 10 April 1937, was rather unfriendly 
because of Martin’s concern with ‘defending the honour’ of his friend D. N. Pritt, 
King’s Counsel and M.P. who was busy justifying the Moscow trials before the 
British public from the legal viewpoint. The British Editor’s sensitivity about 
Pritt’s honour, and insensitivity about the honour of all the defendants in the 
Moscow trials and of Trotsky himself, may have irritated Trotsky and provoked 
him into making a rash statement. A rather piquant description of Martin’s visit at 
Coyoacan is given by Trotsky himself in his correspondence with the International 
Secretariat in Paris. 



THE ‘hell-black NIGHT’ 427 

His expectations were based on the twin premiss that the 
coming world war would be followed by a revolutionary after- 
math similar to that which had followed the first world war, 
but larger in scope and force; and that the Stalinist parties, 
like the Social Democratic ones, would use all their strength 
to stem the tide of revolution. More than ever he saw the 
advanced industrial countries of the West as the main battle- 
fields of socialism; from their working classes was to come the 
salutary revolutionary initiative that alone could break the 
vicious circle socialism in a single country and bureau- 
cratic absolutism — in which the Russian Revolution was 
imprisoned. It was almost unthinkable to him that western 
capitalism, already shattered by the slumps and depressions 
of the nineteen-thirties, should be able to sui vive the coming 
cataclysm. He had no doubt that Hitler would endeavour to 
unify Europe under German imperialism, and would fail. But 
Europe needed to be united and only proletarian revolution 
could unite it and bring into existence the United States of 
Socialist Europe. Not only Germany, with its Marxist heritage, 
and France and Italy, with their revolutionary traditions, but 
even North America would be drawn into the social upheaval. 
In his Introduction to Living Jhoughls of Karl Marx^ written 
in 1939, he refuted the Rooseveltian New Deal and all attempts 
to rejuvenate and reform capitalism as ‘reactionary and helpless 
quackery’ ; he pointed out how relevant Das Kapital was to the 
problems of the American economy ; and he greeted the dawn 
of a new epoch of Marxism in the United States. In Marxism 
too ‘America will in a few jumps catch up with Europe and 
outdistance it. Progressive technology and a progressive social 
structure will pave their own way in the sphere of doctrine. The 
best theoreticians of Marxism will appear on American soil. Marx 
will become the mentor of the advanced American worker.’^ 

Trotsky did not overlook the vast potentialities of revolution 
in the underdeveloped countries, especially in China — he 
dwelt on these more than any other writer of the nineteen- 
thirties. But he visualized those prospects as subordinate to the 
prospect of revolution in the West: ‘Once it begins, the socialist 
revolution will spread from country to country with immeasur- 
ably greater force than fascism is spreading now. By the example 
1 Living 1 houghts of Karl Marx, p. 38. 
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and with the aid of the advanced nations, the backward nations 
will also be brought into the mainstream of socialism.’ By 
carrying to an extreme the logic of classical Marxism, which 
had postulated ‘progressive technology and a progressive 
social structure’ as the basis for socialist revolution, he was 
unwittingly exposing the discrepancy between theory and 
facts. Had the advanced industrial countries played the 
part for which classical Marxism had cast them in theory, 
no country should have been more congenial to Marxism and 
socialism than the United States. Trotsky did not and could 
not foresee that in the next few decades the backward nations 
would form the ‘mainstream of socialism’ ; that the ‘advanced 
West’ would seek to contain it or to throw it back; and that the 
United States in particular, instead of evolving its own ultra- 
modern version of Marxism, would become the world’s greatest 
and most powerful bulwark against it.^ 

He expected the working classes of the West to rise, as they 
had risen in 1848, 1871, 1905, and 1917-18. Applying the 
traditional Marxist conception even to China, he viewed with 
distrust Mao Tse-tung’s ‘peasant armies’, fearing that, like 
many such armies in China’s history, they might turn into 
instruments of reaction and come into conflict with the workers, 
if the latter failed to resume the revolutionary initiative. 
Despite Chen Tu-hsiu’s warnings, he believed that the Chinese 
working class would recover its political Han and reassert 
itself as the leading force of the revolution. It remained an 
axiom with him that in all modern class struggle supremacy 
belongs of necessity to the towns; and the idea of an insurgent 
movement conquering the cities from the outside — from the 
countryside — was to him both unreal and retrograde. In West 
and East alike, he insisted, the revolution would either be 
proletarian in the true sense or it would not be at all. Least of 
all could he envisage the situation which was to arise during 
and after the Second World War, when the course of the class 
struggle in East and West alike was to be governed, and in a 
sense distorted, first by the alliance between Stalin’s Russia 
and the West, and then by their world-embracing antagonism. 

1 Whether Trotsky’s prognostications about the ‘advanced West’, especially 
the United States, Avill look as unreal towards the end of this century as they did 
at its middle, must, of course, remain an open question. 
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From his premisses Trotsky could not but pose the question: 
who which party — was going to dii cct the forthcoming re- 
volutionary struggles? The Second International, he answered, 
was a rotting prop of the old order. The Third was a tool in 
Stalin’s hands, a tool Stalin would throw away when this suited 
him or use as a mere bargaining counter in his dealings with 
the capitalist powers. Stalin and his bureaucracy lived in fear 
of revolution abroad, a revolution which might arouse the 
working class of the Soviet Union as well and endanger 
bureaucratic absolutism and privilege. Thus the ^vorkers, as 
they entered a new epoch of social convulsions, had no revolu- 
tionary Marxist party at their head. Lack of leadership had 
been responsible for the long sequence of debacles they had 
suffered in the ninetcTri -twenties and nineteen-thirties; and 
without revolutionary leadership they w^ould suffer further and 
even more catastrophic' defeats. If Marxism was not a fallacy, 
if the working class was the historic agent of socialism, and if 
Leninism was right in insisting that the workers could not win 
unless they were led by a ‘vanguard’, then the protracted 
‘crisis of leadership’ c ould be resolved only by the formation of 
a new Communist party and International. In his pre-Bolshevik 
years, Trotsky, like Rosa Luxemburg and so many other Marx- 
ists, had been inclined to rely on the untutored activity of the 
working class and to neglect the directing and organizing 
functions of the party— the functions that had been at the 
centre of Lenin’s preoccupations. He had since come to see in 
this the greatest single mistake he had committed in his long 
political career; and he was not going now to place his trust 
once again in the ‘spontaneous’ flow of the tide of revolution. 
And when all his reasonings led him to set himself a task, he 
would not shrink from any difficulties, not even from its 
apparent hopelessness. ‘The Second and the Third Inter- 
nationals are dead - Long Live the Fourth!’ His duty, as he 
conceived it, was to proclaim this; as for the rest, let the future 
take care of it. 


In one milieu, among the radical American intelligentsia, 
especially in literary circles. Trotskyism was making headway 
at this time. Under the impact of the great slump, the rise of 
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Nazism, and the Spanish Civil War, many American intellec- 
tuals had been drawn towards the Communist party; but the 
most critically minded baulked at the Popular Front oppor- 
tunism which caused the party to court Roosevelt and hail the 
New Deal ; and they were shocked and disgusted by the Moscow 
trials and the equivocal manoeuvres and bizarre rituals of 
Stalinism. Trotskyism appeared to them as a fresh breeze 
breaking into the stuffy air of the left and opening new horizons. 
Men of letters responded to the dramatic pathos of Trotsky’s 
struggle and to his eloquence and literary genius. Trotskyism 
became something of a vogue which was to leave many marks 
in American literature. Among the writers, especially critics, 
affected by it, were Edmund Wilson, Sidney Hook, James T. 
Farrell, Dwight Macdonald, Charles Malamud, Philip Rahv, 
James Rorty, Harold Rosenberg, Clement Greenberg, Mary 
McCarthy, and many, many others.^ 

Partisan Review became the centre of that ‘literary Trotsky- 
ism*. Edited by Philip Rahv and William Phillips, the paper 
had been published under the auspices of the John Reed Clubs 
and, indirectly, of the Communist party. The editors, however, 
irritated by the party’s meddling in literature, uneasy at its 
political gyrations, and shaken by the Moscow trials, suspended 
publication. Before the end of 1937 they brought the paper out 
again, but changed its orientation: Partisan Review was to stand 
for revolutionary socialism and against Stalinism. The editors 
invited Trotsky to contribute. He refused at first, and treated 
the venture with reserve. ‘It is my general impression’, he 
wrote to Dwight Macdonald, ‘that the editors of Partisan 
Review are capable, educated, and intelligent, but have nothing 
to say.’^ The leaders of the Socialist Workers party did not like 
to see his prestige thrown behind the periodical; and he himself 
wondered just how serious was the Partisan Review's commitment 

1 Dwight Macdonald, op. cit., pp. 12-15. 

2 Trotsky to Macdonald on 20 January 1938. The Editors of Partisan Review had 
invited Trotsky to contribute to a Symposium on Marxism in which Harold 
Laski, Sidney Hook, Ignazio Silone, Edmund Wilson, August Thalheimer, John 
Strachey, Fenner Brockway and others were to participate. The theme was defined 
as ‘What is alive and what is dead in Marxism?’ The fact \h2it Partisan Review 
intended to start its ‘new chapter’ by questioning the validity of Marxism did not 
recommend it to Trotsky. See his correspondence with the Editors of Partisan 
Review in The Archives, Closed Section. The Editors gave up the idea of the sym- 
posium. 
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to revolutionary socialism. Most of its contributors had known 
Marxism and Bolshevism only through the Stalinist distor- 
tion — ^would they not now in their disillusionment with 
Stalinism react also against Marxism and Bolshevism ? On the 
other hand, he reproached the editors with reacting too 
feebly against the Moscow trials and attempting to remain on 
friendly terms with New Masses, The Nation, and The New 
Republic, which either defended the trials or were vague about 
them. ‘Certain measures’, Trotsky wrote to Rahv, ‘are neces- 
sary for a struggle against incorrect theory, and others for 
fighting a cholera epidemic. Stalin is incomparably nearer to 
cholera than to a false theory. The struggle must be intense, 
truculent, merciless. An clement of “fanaticism” ... is salut- 
ary.’^ Later in the year, as Partisan Review grew more outspoken 
in its anti-Stalinism, the ice was broken. The moment of the 


paper’s closest association with Trotsky came when Breton 
and Rivera, inspired by Trotsky, published in its pages their 
Manifesto for the freedom of art and called for an International 
Federation of Revolutionary Writers and Artists to resist 
totalitarian encroachments on literature and the arts.^ 

Andre Breton, the French Surrealist poet, arrived at Coyoa- 
can in February 1938. He had long been one of Trotsky s 
ardent admirers; and nothing characterizes better his— but not 
only his— feeling towards Trotsky than a letter he wrote him 
after the visit to Mexico, on board the ship that was taking 
him back to France; "Trh cher Lev Davidovich, In addressing 
you now in this way I am suffering less from lack of confidence 
than I did in your presence. I felt so often the desire to address 
you thus— I am telling you this so that you should realize of 
what inhibition I am the victim whenever I am 
a move towards you and trying it under your eyes. That inhibi- 
tion came from ‘boundless admiration’, it was a Cordelia 
complex’ which got hold of him whenever he came face to 
face with Trotsky. He succumbed to this inhibition only when 
he had to approach the greatest of men : You arc one of 
these ... the only one alive. ... I need a long process of 


1 Trotsky to Rahv on 21 March 1938, ibid. 

i Partisan Review, Fall 1938; Trotsky’s letters “ .!^ 7 cLracte 4 a- 

1038. The Archives, Closed Section, contamjames Burnhams biting characte 
^n of the person;el o{ Partisan Review, coupled with a gossipy chromjue de scandaU 
(Burnham to Trotsky, 12 April 1938). 
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adjustment to persuade myself that you are not beyohd my 
reach.’ (Trotsky’s answer to this letter was not less character- 
istic; ‘Your eulogies seem to me so exaggerated that I am 
becoming a little uneasy about the future of our relations.’)^ 

During his stay at Coyoacan, Breton, Trotsky, and Rivera 
went for long walks and trips into the country, arguing, some- 
times heatedly, about politics and art. In France the Sur- 
realists and the Trotskyists (especially Naville, the ex-Surreal- 
ist) were at loggerheads. Trotsky’s attitude towards Surrealism, 
however, as towards any artistic innovation, was rather friendly, 
though not uncritical: he accepted the Surrealists’ quasi- 
Freudian concentration on dream and subconscious experi- 
ence, but shook his head over a ‘strand of mysticism’ in the 
work of Breton and his friends. Remote though these issues 
were from Trotsky’s present preoccupations (Breton’s visit 
coincided with Lyova’s death and the Bukharin trial), he 
nevertheless argued at length with Breton and Rivera about 
communism and art and the philosophy of Marxism and 
aesthetics. Out of these discussions emerged the idea of the 
Manifesto to writers and artists and of the International Federa- 
tion. The Manifesto^ of which Trotsky was co-author, appeared 
under Breton’s and Rivera’s signatures in the Partisan Review^ 
Trotsky himself thus commented on the venture in letters to 
Breton and to the Review: 

I welcome whole-heartedly [he wrote to Breton] your and Rivera’s 
initiative in founding an International Federation of genuinely 
revolutionary and genuinely independent artists — and why not 
add of genuine artists ? . . . Our planet is being turned into a filthy 
and evil-smelling imperialist barrack. The heroes of democracy . . . 
do all they can to resemble the heroes of fascism . . . and the more 
ignorant and obtuse a dictator is, the more does he feel destined 
to direct the development of science, philosophy, and art. The 
intelligentsia’s herd instinct and servility are yet another and 
not inconsiderable symptom of the decadence of contemporary 
society. 

1 Breton to Trotsky, 9 August 1938; and Trotsky’s answer, 31 August, in The 
Archives f Closed Section. See also Breton La cli des champs^ pp. 142-54; and 
Entretiens, pp. 118-19 and 187-90; M. Nadeau, Histoire du Surrealisme, pp. 242-4. 

® Partisan Review^ Fall, 1938. Breton maintains that Rivera contributed only his 
signature; and that Trotsky was the chief author of the Manifesto, but thought it 
improper to sign. 
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a he ^ught to forestall the Stalinist tutelage’ov&.Ut&l^^ 

; Slid ,the arts. He now attacked the sycophants of Stalb^^ 
^'*thc Aragons, Ehrenburgs, and other petty tricksters’^^ 
Jgehtlemen who [like Barbusse] compose with the sanif! 
;enthusiasm biographies of Jesus Christ and of Joseph Stalin 
^Ind Malraux, whose ‘falsehood’ in his latest descriptions of .tfe< 

■ German and Spanish scenes was ‘all the more repulsive because' 
he sought to give it an artistic form’. He saw Malrau^S^lT? 
behaviour as ‘typical of a whole category, almost of a generation 
-of writers: so many of them tell lies from alleged “friendship” . 
for the October Revolution, as if the revolution needed lies^' 
The struggle for artistic truth and foi* the artist’s unyielding 
faithfulness to himself had therefore become a necessary pajet ■ 
of the struggle for the ideas of the revolution. 


-f 

i X 


. In art man expresses ... his need for harmony and a fullj.exist- ‘ t- ' 
ence . . . which class society denies him. [The quotation is from ; ■ 

Trotsky’s letter to Partisan Review.] That is why there is always . - 

implied, a conscious or unconscious, active or passive, optimistic * . 
or pessimistic, protest against reality in any genuine artistic crea- • , ' , 
' tion. . . . Decaying capitalism is incapable of assuring even the , 

minimum conditions necessary for their development to those ' 

currents of art which to some extent meet the needs of our epoch. 

It is superstitiously terrified of any new word. The oppressed 
masses live their own life. The Bohemian artistic milieu is shut in , » 
in its own narrowness. . . . The artistic schools of the last decades, 
Cubism, Futurism, Dadaism, Surrealism, have superseded each ; 
other without any of them coming to fruition. ... It is impossible Ti - 
to find a way out of this impasse by artistic means alone. This is a 
crisis of the entire civilization. ... If contemporary society does 
not succeed in reconstructing itself, art will inevitably perish as 
Greek art perished under the ruins ol the slave civilization. ... 
Hence the function of art in our epoch is determined by its attitude 
towards the revolution. 

But here precisely history has laid a tremendous trap for the arts. 

A whole generation of the ‘left’ intelligentsia has . . . turned its 
eyes eastwards and has tied ... its fate not so much to the revolu- 
tionary working class as to a victorious revolution, which is not the 
same. In that victorious revolution there is not only the revolution, 
but also a new privileged stratum . . . [which] has strangled artistic 
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dedded that there was not mach‘ td’clit-. 

and Stalin. , ' k - te' 

Behind the persistent pattern of these disillusionmcnts anaS ^ 
broken friendships there was the growing exasperation of thW 
radical intelligentsia of the West with the experience of the r; 
Russian revolution in all its aspects, and with Marxism, This 
was one of those recurrent processes of political conversion by : 
which the radicals and revolutionaries of one era turn into the ^ 
middle-of-the-roaders or conservatives and reactionaries of the *. 
next— among the literary Trotskisants of the nineteen-thirties 
there were only a very few who would not be found at the head 
of the propagandist crusaders against communism of the late , 
nineteen-forties and nineteeen-fifties. To those crusades they 
were to bring a familiarity with communism, an acute though 
one-sided grasp of its vulnerable points, and a passionate 
hatred which Trotsky had inculcated in them, in the hope that . 
Stalinism, not communism, would be its object. (Of course, 
many former Stalinists, who had never succumbed to any 
Trotskyist influence, were also to be prominent in the anti- 
communist crusades, but more often as vulgar informers than ' 
as ideological inspirers.) 

The beginnings of this conversion are half hidden in the con- 
fusion of a few minor controversies. During the winter of 
1937-8 Eastman, Serge, Souvarinc, Ciliga, and others raised 
the question of Trotsky’s responsibility for the suppression of 
the Kronstadt revolt in 1921. The context in which they 
raised it was an attempt to find out where and when exactly 
that fatal flaw in Bolshevism had shown itself from which 
Stalinism took its origin. It had shown itself, they answered, at 
Kronstadt, in the suppression of the 1921 revolt. That was the 
decisive turn, the original sin, as it were, that led to the fall of 
Bolshevism! But was not Trotsky responsible for the suppres- 
sion of the Kronstadt revolt? Did he not appear in that act 
as the true precursor of the Stalinist terror ? The critics found 
it all the easier to condemn him, as they had a highly idealized 
image of the Kronstadt rising and glorified it as the first truly 
proletarian protest against the ‘betrayal of the revolution’. 
Trotsky replied that their image of Kronstadt was unreal and 
that if the Bolsheviks had not suppressed the rising they would 
have opened the floodgates to counter-revolution. He assumed 
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for the Politbuci^iWl^^siOn about, 
^ supported, and pnly Ihfe 

au^^tion that he had personally directed the\atta<^ ditifj 
Kronstadt.^ , ' 
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decision he had 


The polemic was full of a strange and unreasonable passion* - 
There was no need to accept Trotsky’s version to see that hiSr 
critics greatly inflated the importance of the Kronstad*^, 
rising, detaching it, as it were, from the historic flux and thte^ 
many cross-currents of events. Kronstadt as the prelude ^td, 
Stalinism overshadowed in their eyes the fundamental factors 
that favoured Stalinism such as the defeats of communism in 
the West, the poverty and isolation of the Soviet Union, the 
weariness of its working masses, the conflicts between town and 
country, the ‘logic’ of the single party system, and so on. And 
such at times was the venom of the discussion over the relatively 
distant and ambiguous episode that Trotsky remarked: ‘One 
would think that the Kronstadt icvolt occurred not seventeen 
years ago but only yesterday.’ What angered him was that his 
supposed well-wishers should have chosen to heckle him about 
Kronstadt right in the middle of his c*impaign against the 
Moscow trials. Moreover, while he ^^as denouncing the present 
executions of the wives and children of the anti-Stalinists, 
Serge and Souvarinc blamed him loi the shooting of hostages 
during the Civil War. Did not this ‘hue and cry’ aid Stalin? 
And did they not see the moral and political difference be- 
tween his use of violence in civil war and Stalin’s present 
terror? Or were they denying the Bolshevik government of 
1918-21 the right to defend itself and impose disciphne? 


1 B.O., no. 70, 1938. In a 1 ( tter to I.yova (19 November 1937) Trotsky relates 
that, when the issue came before the Politbureau, he was for attacking Kronstadt 
while Stalin was against it, saying that the rebels, if left to themselves, would 
surrender within two or three weeks. Curiously, in his public polemics against 
Stalin (and in his biography of Stalin) Trotsky never mentioned this fact, al- 
though he usually made the most of any instance of Stalin*s political ‘softness’ or 
deviation from Lenin’s line. Is it that Trotsky somcliow felt that in this case 
‘softness’ might redound to Stalin’s credit? The debate about Kronstadt went on 
in T/ie New International (Trotsky, ‘Hue and (ry over Kronstadt’, April 1938; 
Serge, ‘Letter to the Editors’, February 1939, eti .) and in books ((hliga’s Au pqjfs 
du Grand Mensonge and Seige’s Memotres d^un Revolutwnnaire) . One of "IVotsky’s 
American secretaries, Bernard Wolfe, who spent a few months at Coyoacan in 
I 937 > has since written a novel. The Great Pnnee Died^ the main idea of which 
is that Trotsky’s conscience and life were corroded by his guilt over Kronstadt. 
Unfortunately, the novel is as crude and cheap artistically as it is unreal historically. 
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I do not know . . . whether there were any innocent victhm 
[at Kronstadt]. ... I cannot undertake to decide now, so long 'after:' 
the event, who should have been punished and in what wAy* . * 
especially as I have no data at hand. I am ready to admit that civil ; 
war is not a school of humane behaviour. Idealists and pacifists 
have always blamed revolution for ‘excesses’. The crux of the 
matter is that the ‘excesses’ spring from the very nature of revolu^ 
tion, which is itself an ‘excess’ of history. Let those who wish to do 
so reject (in their petty journalistic articles) revolution on this 
ground. I do not reject it. 

The critics accused him of ‘Jesuitic’ or ‘Leninist immorality’, 
that is of holding that the end justifies the means. He replied 
with his essay Their Morals and Ours, an aggressive and eloquent 
statement on the ethics of communism.^ The essay begins with 
a burst of invective against those democrats and anarchists of 
the ‘left’ who at a time when reaction triumphs ‘exude double 
their usual amount of moral effluvia, just as other people 
perspire doubly in fear’; but who preach morality not to the 
mighty persecutors but to persecuted revolutionaries. He did 
not indeed accept any absolute principles of morality. Such 
absolutes had no meaning outside religion. The Popes at least 
derived them from divine revelation; but whence did his 
critics, those ‘petty secularist priests’, draw their eternal moral 
truths? From ‘man’s conscience’, ‘moral nature’ and similar 
concepts which are but metaphysical circumlocutions for divine 
revelation. 

Morality is embedded in history and class struggles and has 
no immutable substance. It reflects social experience and needs; 
and so it always must relate means to ends. In a striking passage 
he ‘defended’ the Jesuits against their moralistic critics. ‘The 
Jesuitic Order . . . never taught . . . that any means, though it 
be criminal ... is permissible, if only it leads to the “end”. . . . 
Such a . . . doctrine was malevolently attributed to the Jesuits 
by Protestant and partly by Catholic adversaries, who had no 
scruples in choosing the means for the attainment of their 
ends.’ Jesuit theologians expounded the truism that the use of 

^ Trotsky was concluding the first draft of this essay when Rivera brought him 
the news of Lyova’s death; and he devoted the essay to Lyova’s memory. 5 .O., 
nos. 68-69, * 93 ^* International, ^unc 1938. The essay also appeared as 

a pamphlet in many languages. 
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any mearis, which by itself may be morally indifferent, must be ^ 
justified or condemned accortog to the nature of the end it 
seirves. To fire a shot is morally indifferent; to shoot a npiad ^ , 
dog threatening a child is a good deed; to shoot to murder is ia 
crime. Tn their practical morals the Jesuits were not at all worse 
than other priests and monks ... on the contrary, they were ^ 
superior to them, at any rate more consistent, courageous, and ^ 
perspicacious. They represented a militant, closed, strictly ; 
centralized and aggressive organization, dangerous not only 
to enemies but also to allies.’ Just like the Bolsheviks, they had 
had their heroic era and periods of decadence, when from 
warriors of the Church they turned into bureaucrats, and ‘like 
all good bureaucrats were quite good swindlers’. In the heroic 
period, however, the Jesuit differs from the average priest as 
a soldier of the church differs from one who is a merchant in it. 
‘We have no reason to idealize either of them. But it is altogether 
unworthy to look upon the fanatic warrior with the eyes of 
the obtuse and slothful shopkeeper.’ 

The idea that the end justifies the means, Trotsky argued, 
is implicit in every conception of morality, not least in that 
Anglo-Saxon utilitarianism, from the standpoint of which 
most of the attacks against Jesuitic and Bolshevik ‘immorality’ 
are made. In so far as the ideal of ‘the greatest possible happiness 
of the greatest possible number’ implies that what is done to 
achieve that end is moral, that ideal coincides with the ‘Jesuitic’ 
notion of ends and means. And all governments, even the 
most ‘humanitarian’, who in time of war proclaim it the duty 
of their armies to exterminate the greatest possible number of 
the enemy, do they not accept the principle that the end 
justifies the means? Yet, the end too needs to be justified; 
and ends and means may change places, lor what is seen as an 
end now may later be the means to a new end. To the Marxist 
the great end of increasing man’s power over nature and 
abolishing man’s power over man is justified; and so is the 
means to it — socialism; and so is the means to socialism — 
revolutionary class struggle. Marxist-Lcninist morality is 
indeed governed by the needs of i cvolution. Does this signify 
that all means — even lies, betrayal, and murder — may be used 
if they further the interests of revolution ? All means are per- 
missible’, Trotsky replied, ‘which genuinely lead to mankind’s 
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that certain means cannot lead to. that endi ^ ^ _ . 

obligatory are those and only those means whic3i itopi^rt^ J 
solidarity and unity to revolutionary workers, which fill them / 
with irreconcilable hostility to oppression, . . . which imbue ' 
them with the consciousness of their historic tasks, and raise. 
their courage and spirit of self-sacrifice. . . . Consequently, 
not all means are permissible.’ He who says that the end 
justifies the means says also that the end ‘rejects’ certain means' 
as incompatible with itself. ‘A wheat grain must be sown in . 
order that wheat should grow.’ Socialism cannot be furthered 
by fraud, deceit, or the worship of leaders which humiliates 
the mass,; nor can it be imposed upon the workers against their 
will. As Lassalle put it: 


Show not only the goal ; show also the road. 

So inseparably grow goal and road into each other, 
That the one always changes with the other; 
Another road brings another goal into being. 


Truthfulness and integrity in dealing with the working masses 
are essential to revolutionary morality, because any other 
road is bound to lead to a goal other than socialism. The 
Bolsheviks, in their heroic period, were ‘the most honest 
political party in the whole of history’. Of course, they deceived 
their enemies, especially in civil war; but they were truthful 
with the working people whose confidence they gained to an 
extent to which no other party had ever gained it. Lenin, who 
repudiated, all ethical absolutes, gave the whole of his life to 
the cause of the oppressed, was supremely conscientious in 
ideas and fearless in action, and never showed the slightest 
attitude of superiority towards the plain worker, the defenceless 
woman, the child. As to his own, Trotsky’s, immorality in 
decreeing that families of White Guard officers be taken as 
hostages, he assumed full responsibility for that measure, 
which was dictated by the necessities of civil war, although to 
his knowledge not a single one of those hostages had ever been 
executed. ‘Hundreds of thousands of lives would have been 
saved, if the revolution had from the outset shown less super- 
fluous magnanimity.’ He trusted that posterity would judge his 
behaviour as it judged Lincoln’s ruthlessness in the American 
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l^'Apafthertiers and tbat^f t^ie southeruers. A sfa^c p>yiicr who 
cunning and violence to shacWe the slave, and a ^yc 
who uses cunning and violence to break the chain^^'^hly* 
contemptible eunuchs will tell us that they are equal before 
the court of morality!’ ^ 

It was a perversion of the truth to blame the October 
Revolution and ‘Bolshevik immorality’ for the atrocities of 
Stalinism. Stalinism was the product not of revolution or 
Bolshevism but of what had survived of the old society — this 
accounted for Stalin’s pitiless struggle against the old Bol- 
sheviks, a struggle through which the primordial barbarity of 
Russia was taking levcnge on the progiessive forces and aspira- 
tions that had come to the top in 1917. Moreover, Stalinism 
was the epitome of all tli(‘ ‘untruths, brutality, and baseness’ 
that made up the mechanics of any class rule and of the state 
at large. The apologists of class society and of the state, in- 
cluding the dcfcndci s of bourgeois democracy, were therefore 
hardly entitled to feel morally supeiioi : Stalinism was holding 
up to them their own mirror, even i( it was partly a distorting 


mirror. 

Of the many lejoinders to llieir Moials and Ours John 
Dewey’s deserves to be mentioned herc.^ Dewey accepted 
Trotsky’s view of the relationship between means and ends 
and of the relative historical chaiacter of moral judgements. 
He agreed also that ‘a means can be justified only by its end . . . 
and the end is justified if it leads to the increase of man’s 
power over nature and the abolition of man’s power over man.’ 
But he differed from Trotsky in that he did not see why this 
end should be pursued mainly 01 exclusively by means of class 
struggle— to his mind I’lOtsky, like all Marxists, treated the 
class struggle as an end in itself. He detected a ‘philosophical 
contradiction’ in Trotsky, who on the one hand asscited that 
the nature of the end (i.c. of socialism) deteimines the character 
of the means and, on the other, deduced the means from ‘his- 
torical laws of the class struggle’ or justified them by reference 
to such ‘laws’. To Dewey the assumption of fixed laws^ allegedly 
governing the development of society, was irrelevant. ‘The 
belief that a law of history determines the particular way in 

1 John Dewey, ‘Means and Ends’ in J^ew International, August 1938. 
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which the struggle is to be carried on c^rtaii^ly team tQ t^d jto 
a fanatical and even mystical devotion to the use ofoe^t^Mli ways 
of conducting the class struggle, to the exclusion of all other 
ways, . . . Orthodox Marxism shares with orthodox religionism 
and . . . traditional idealism the belief that human ends are 
interwoven into the very texture and structure of existence 
— a conception inherited presumably from its Hegelian 
origins.’ ^ 

Dewey’s conclusion became the keynote of nearly all the 
attacks on Trotsky that presently came from his former disciples 
and friends — all aimed at the ‘Hegelian heritage of Marxism’, 
dialectical materialism, and the ‘religious fanaticism’ of 
Bolshevism. Max Eastman, for instance, spoke of the final 
collapse of the ‘dream about socialism’, ‘I advocate that wc 
abandon those utopian and absolute ideals.’ Not only was 
Marxism in his eyes now an ‘antique religion’ or a ‘German 
romantic faith’, but it was the progenitor of fascism as well as 
of Stalinism. ‘Do not forget that Stalin was a socialist. Mussolini 
was a socialist. Hundreds of thousands of the followers of 
Hitler were socialists or communists. . . .’ Sidney Hook like- 
wise renounced the idea of proletarian dictatorship and 
finally abandoned Marxism in favour of pragmatic liberalism. 
So did Edmund Wilson, Benjamin Stolberg, James Rorty, 
and others.^ 

With forty years of ‘ideological’ controversy behind him, 
Trotsky found little new or original in these arguments. They 
must have reminded him of I’ikhomirov’s Why I ceased to be a 
Revolutionary, the almost classic statement of recantation by an 
old Narodnik who left the i evolutionary movement to make 
peace with the established order. Since then in every generation, 
in every decade, the weary and disillusioned, as they withdrew 
from the fray or changed sides tried to answer this question. 
What was new this time was the vehemence of the disillusion-' 
ment: it matched the savage blows that Stalinism was in- 
flicting on faith and illusion. Never yet had men withdrawn 
from a revolutionary struggle with so much deep-felt emotion 
and genuine indignation ; and never yet had any cause looked as 
hopeless as Trotsky’s began to look to the professors, authors, 

1 Max Eastman, Marxism, is it Science? pp. 275-97; Sidney Hook, Political 
Power and Personal Freedom. 
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md liiter^ critics who were dcisertitig hiih. They came to 
feel that by opting for Trotskyism they had needlessly involved 
themselves in the huge, remote, obscure and dahgerous 
business of the Russian revolution; and that this involvement 
was bringing them into conflict with the way of life and the 
climate of ideas which prevailed in their universities, editorial 
offices, and literary coteries. It was one thing to lend one^s 
hame to a Committee for the Defence of Trotsky and to protest 
against the purges, but quite another to subscribe to the 
Manifestoes of the Fourth International and to echo Trotsky’s 
call for the conversion of the forthcoming world war into a 
global civil war. What was galling to Trotsky was to see 
even such old friends and associates as Eastman and Serge 
turn their back on him. He emptied the vials of his scorn on 
them and ‘their ilk’; and like another gieat controversialist, not 
too fastidious in the choice of his victims, he preserved in his 
prose — as one preserves insects in ambei the names of quite a 
few scribblers who would otherwise have been long for- 
gotten. Here is a sample of his polemic — with Souvarinc as 
his target: 

Ex-pacifist, ex-communist, ex-Tiotsk\ist, cx-democrato-com- 
munist, ex-Marxist . . . almost ex-Souvai me is all tJie more insolent 
in his attacks on proletaiiaii icvolution . . . the less he know^ what 
he wants. This man loves ... to collect and file . . . documents, 
excerpts, quotation marks, and commas; and he has a sharp pen. 
He once imagined that this equipment would do him for his life- 
time. Then he had to learn that it was also necessary to know how 
to think. ... In his book on Stalin, despite an abundance of inter- 
esting quotations and lacts, he himself produced the certificate of 
his own intellectual poverty. He undei stands neither revolution 
nor counter-revolution. He applies the criteria of a petty raisonneur 
to the historic process. . . . The dispioportion between the critical 
bent and the creative impotence of his mind corrodes him like an 
acid. Hence he is constantly in a state of savage irritation and lacks 
elementary scruple in appraising ideas, men, and events; and he 
covers all this by dry moializing. He is, like all misanthropes and 
cynics, drawn towards reaction. But has he ever openly biokcn with 
Marxism? We have never heard about this. lie prefers equivoca- 
cation; that is his native element. In his review of my pamphlet 
[Their Morals and Oars'] he writes: ‘Trotsky once again mounts his 
hobby horse of class struggle.’ To the Marxist of yesterday class 




In s^ch polemical excursions Trotsky was eagerly aceoilf^V ' 
panied by two of his disciples James Burnham arid Max Sh^cht* 
man, who sprang fiercely on ‘The Intellectuals in Retreat’, 
tearing them to pieces for their ‘Stalinophobia’ and ‘treason to 
the working class and Marxism’. Before long these disciples too 
were to desert the master and join ‘The Intellectuals in Retreat’,* 


' After a friendship which lasted two years, Trotsky and 
Rivera fell out. The quarrel broke out rather suddenly, just, 
after the manifesto on the freedom of art had appeared in 
Partisan Review. In the summer Trotsky, hoping that Rivera 
would attend the ‘foundation congress’ of the Fourth Inter- 
national, had written to the organizers in Paris: ‘You should 
invite him . . . personally . . . and underline that the Fourth 
International is proud to have in its ranks, him, the greatest 
artist of our epoch and an indomitable revolutionary. We should 
be at least as attentive towards Diego Rivera as Marx was 
towards Freiligrath and Lenin towards Gorky. As an artist he 
is far superior to Freiligrath and Gorky and he is ... a genuine 
revolutionary, whereas Freiligrath was only a petty bourgeois 
sympathizer and Gorky a somewhat equivocal fellow-traveller.’® 
It was therefore a rude shock to Trotsky when, before the end 
of the year, Rivera bitterly attacked President Cardenas as 
‘an accomplice of the Stalinists’, and in the Presidential elec- 
tions backed Cardenas’ rival, Almazar, a right-wing general 
who promised to bring the trade unions to heel and tame the 
left. Rivera too had caught the ‘virus of Stalinophobia’ (but 
such was the whimsicality of his political behaviour that a few 
years hence he was to return contritely to the Stalinist fold). 
Trotsky was wary of becoming involved in Mexican politics; 
and he would in any case have nothing to do with the kind of 
anti-Stalinis’m for which Rivera now stood and with his 
campaign against Cardenas. He tried to dissuade Rivera, but 
failed. As in the public eye he was extremely closely associated 

1 nos. 77-78, 1939 and New International^ August 1939. 

2 New InternaHoiaal, i'dim^xy 1939. 

3 Trotsky to the International Secretariat in Paris, 12 June 1938. 
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iMsthing short of an 'opeh vrfWi him 
i fiissf jTVotsky of responsibility for his poli^oal^ ViSgsiies. 
^t)ecial statement Trotsky deplored Rivera’s stand in .fee ' 
ide^ntial elections and declared that henceforth he co^ld,C 
not feel any ‘moral solidarity’ with him or even benefe fibfe, 
his hospitality. However, when the Stalinists attacked Riv^^ , 
as one who ‘sold himself to reaction’ Trotsky defended him 
against the charge of venality and expressed undiminished, 
admiration for the ‘genius whose political blunderings could 
cast no shadow either on his ait or on his personal integrity*.^ 
The break with Rivera and the decision to leave the Blue- 
House put Trotsky in a difficult financial situation. His earn- 
ings had been ^eatly reduced, which had not mattered much 
as long as he did not have to pay for the roof over his head. 
Now he was compelled to do what he could to raise his earn- 
ings; and in the meantime he had to borrow' from his friends 
to be able to run his household.® He had undertaken to write 
a biography of Stalin; but work being fiequently interrupted 
he progressed with it slowly. His publishers, disappointed that 
his Lenin had not been foithcoming. wci<‘ cautious with ad- 
vances.* He thought of writing a slioit and popular book that 


^Trotsky’s statement to the Mexican Pkss of ii Jaiiuaiy iQ'Jp. The Archives. 
See also Van HeijenoortS lettci to Brettiu (ii Januaiy 1939) informing him, on 
Trotsky’s instruction, about the bieach. Breton, it plying to Trotsky on 2 June, 
refused to take sides in the quariel between Trotsky and Rivera. 

2 Trotsky’s article (‘Ignorance is not a Weapon of Revolution*) for Trinchera 
Aprista, written on 30 January 1939. The Archives. 

3 I am told that a Mexican publisher and bookst llei of Russian origin, a descend- 
ant of Russian revolutionaries, was Trotsky’s (k chtoi on this and other occasions. 
I have also heard fantastic tales about the ‘hnancial side’ of Trotsky’s existence in 
exile. Thus, the Editor of a great American magazine has assured me that Trotsky 
drew money from a large American bank account which I.cnin had opened in his 
and Trotsky’s name during the civil war, when he letkoned with the possibility 
of d Bolshevik defeat and with the need to resume the revolutionaiy struggle from 
abroad. The story would be interesting if it were tiue. It is not. 

4 The Archives (Closed Section) contain liotsky’s correspondence with his 
publishers, detailed royalty statements, accounts, etc. which give a clear idea of 
his financial difficulties in the year 1939. Thus, Doubleday had paid him as far 
back as 1936 an advance of 5,000 dollars on th( Lenin and now pressed for the 
manuscript. They had paid him, also in 1936, 1,800 dollars and a smaller amount 
later on, for The Revolution Betrayed', but until 1939 the sales had not covcied the 
advances. Trotsky had signed contracts for Stalin with Harpers in New York and 
Nicholson and Watson in London in the first half of 193^1 hut before the end of 
the year Harpers already refused him advances on the ground that he was slow 
with delivering portions of the MS. 
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might become a best-seller and free him from journalistic 
chores; but he could not bring himself to do this. He negotiated 
with the New York Public Library and the Universities of 
Harvard and Stanford about the sale of his Archives. Eager 
to place his papers in safety, he had asked an almost ludi- 
crously low price for them; but the prospective buyers were in 
no hurry, and the negotiations dragged on for over a year.^ 
Even in journalism his stock had slumped badly; and literary 
agents often found it difficult to place his articles, although he 
wrote on subjects of burning topicality such as the Munich 
settlement, the state of the Soviet armed forces, American 
diplomacy, Japan’s role in the coming war, and so on.^ 

Financial difficulties led him to a strange quarrel with Life 
magazine.® At the end of September 1939, on Burnham’s 
initiative, one of Lifeh editors came to Coyoacan, and com- 
missioned him to write a character sketch of Stalin and also 
an article on Lenin’s death. (Trotsky had just concluded the 
chapter in Stalin in which he suggested that Stalin had poisoned 
Lenin, and he was to present this version in Life.) His first 
article appeared in the magazine on 2 October. Although it 
contained relatively inoffensive reminiscences, the article 
raised the ire of pro-Stalinist ‘liberals’, who flooded Life with 
vituperative protests. Life printed some of these to the annoy- 
ance of Trotsky, who maintained that the protests had come 
from ‘a G.P.U. factory’ in New York, and were defamatory of 
him. He nevertheless sent in his second article, the one on 
Lenin’s death; but Life refused to publish it. Ironically, the 
objections of the editors were reasonable enough : they found 
Trotsky’s surmise that Stalin had poisoned Lenin unconvincing; 
and they demanded from him ‘less conjecture and more un- 
questionable facts’. He threatened to sue Life for breach of 
contract; and in a huff submitted the article to the Saturday 
Evening Post and ColliePs, where he again met with refusals, 

1 Trotsky to Albert Cloldrnan, 1 1 January 1940. As late as March 1940 Harvard 
University offered to pay for the archives not more than 6,000 dollars. Eventually, 
the University bought the archives for 15,000 dollars, a small sum for the ‘value* 
it received. 

2 Among Trotsky’s several articles in which American and British Editors 
found no ‘news-value’ was one written early in the summer of 1939 and saying 
that Stalin was about to sign a pact with Hitler. 

3 See Trotsky’s letter to J. Burnham of 30 September 1939 and his correspond- 
ence with Life magazine. The Archives, Ulosed Section. 
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Liberty finally published it. It is sad to see how much 
time in his last year the irate and futile correspondence about 
this matter took. In the end Life paid him the fee for the re- 
jected article. This and a few other earnings, he could report 
to his friends, ‘insured’ him financially for ‘a few months’ and 
allowed him to go on bargaining a little longer about the sale 
of his Archives. 


In February or March 1939 he rented a house at the Avenida 
Viena on the far outskirts of Coyoacan, where the long street 
grew empty, stony, and dusty, with only a few campesino hovels 
scattered on either side. The house was old and roughly built, 
but fairly solid and spacious; and it stood in its own grounds, 
separated by thick walls from the road and the surroundings. 
No sooner had the Trotskys moved in than a rumour spread 
that ‘the G.P.U. was about to buy up the property’. To fore- 
stall this, Trotsky himself purchased it, although he had to 
borrow money for this his ‘first deal in real estate’. In view of 
the unceasing Stalinist threats of physical violence it was 
necessary, or so it seemed, to fortify the house. Later on a 
watch tower was to be erected at the entrance gate; immedi- 
ately doors were heavily barred, sand bags were put up against 
walls, and alarm signals were installed. Day and night five 
policemen were on duty in the street outside ; and eight to ten 
Trotskyists guarded the house inside. The Trotskyists lived 
in; after a turn of duty at the gate, they worked as secre- 
taries and participated in domcslic activities, especially in 
the regular debates which took place in the evenings -unless 
the arrival of visitors turned day into debating time. 

The visitors were sometimes political rei'ugecs from Europe, 
but more often Americans, radical educationists, liberal 
professors, journalists, historians, occasionally a few Congress- 
men or Senators, and, of course, Trotskyists. The debates 
ranged from dialectics and Surrealism to the condition of the 
American Negroes, and from military strategy to Indian 
agriculture or the social problems of Brazil and Peru. Every 
visitor was a source of fresh knowledge to Trotsky, who listened, 
interrogated, took notes, argued and questioned again — there 
seemed to be no limit to his curiosity and capacity to absorb 
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facts. The men of hi6 i3odyguard were uneasy at the unconeetn 
with which he received strangers, but they could do nothing, 
about it. Only when his curiosity turned to his immediate 
neighbourhood and he peeped into the hovels across the road 
to find out how people lived there and ‘what they thought of 
the land reform’, his guards stopped him. They considered it 
safer for him to go under their protection on long trips into 
the country than to slip past the gate and wander around 
outside the house. 

The trips into the country had to be undertaken suddenly 
and in great secrecy. He usually went by car, accompanied by 
Natalya, a friend, and the bodyguard. When they passed 
through Mexico City, he had to crouch down in his scat and 
cover his face — otherwise a crowd on the pavements would 
recognize him and cheer or boo. Just as at Alma Ata and on 
Prinkipo these trips were ‘military expeditions’, with much 
marching, climbing, and toiling. Since there was less chance 
of fishing and hunting, he developed a new hobby and collected 
rare, huge cacti on the rocky pyramid-shaped mountains. 
When he was not ill, he still had enormous physical strength, 
although with his white head and deeply lined face he some- 
times looked prematurely aged. He had also preserved his 
military bearing; and the strongest of his bodyguards could not 
easily keep pace with him as he climbed up a steep slope with 
a load of heavy ‘bayonct-bladcd’ cacti on his back. ‘On one 
occasion’, a secretary relates, ‘we accompanied some friends 
to Tamazunchale, a distance of about 380 kilometres from 
Coyoacan, in hopes of finding a special variety of cactus. 
We were unsuccessful, but on the way down, nearer to Mexico 
City, L.D. had noticed some viznagas. He decided, despite 
the fact that we reached the spot long after dark, to stop and 
collect a carful. It was a balmy night; L.D. was in a cheerful 
mood; he moved briskly about the little group, digging cactus 
by the light from the headlamps of the cars.’^ More often his 
companions had to follow him in the heat of the blazing sun, 
as he climbed among the boulders, his figure, in a blue French 
peasant jacket, sharply outlined against the rocks and his 

^ Karl Mayer, ‘Lev Davidovich’ in Fourth International , August 1941; Charles 
Cornell, ‘With Trotsky in Mexico’, ibid., August 1944; A. Rosmer in Appendix II 
to the French edition of Trotsky’s My Life. 
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white thatch of hair torn by the wind. Natalya teasingly called 
these outings ‘day^ of peiial labour’. ‘He was in a frenzy’, she 
recollects, ‘always the first on the job and the last to leave . . . 
hypnotically driven by an urge to complete the job in hand.’^ 
With time, and with the growing violence of Stalinist threats, 
even these outings seemed more and more risky; and all of 
Trotsky’s existence was becoming compressed within the walls 
of his half court half prison. This showed itself even in his 
manner of taking pliysical exercise and in his hobbies. He took 
to planting the most exotic cacti in liis garden and to raising 
chickens and rabbits in his yard. Even in these melancholy 
chores he remained rigorously methodical: every morning 
he spent a long while in the yard, feeding the rabbits and 
chickens (according to 'strictly scientific’ formulas), tending 
them, and scrubbing the coops and hutches. 'When his health 
was poor’, says Natalya, 'the feeding of rabbits was a strain on 
him; but he could not give it up, for he pitied the little animals.’ 


How remote, liow infinitely remot(‘, was now his tumul- 
tuous, world-shaking past; and how poignant his and Natalya’s 
loneliness. Very rarely a face or a voice from that past would 
come back, but only to bring it lioine to him that nothing 
bygone could be recaptured or revived. In October 1939 
Alfred and Marguerite Rosmer at last came to Goyoacan. 
They were the Trotskys’ only surviving fiicnds of the years of 
the First World War. 'J’hey stayed with them at the Avenida 
Viena, nearly eight months, till the end of May 1940, during 
which they spent many an hour in intimate talk and remini- 
scences. Trotsky and Rusmer went over the archives together 
sorting them out, and pondering f>ld documents. Sometimes 
they were joined by Otto Ruble, another veteran, who as 
an exile also lived in Mexico. Ruble, we know, had at the 
beginning of the First World War distinguished himself as one 
of the two socialists in the Reiclistag— th(‘ other was Karl 
Liebknccht — ^vho voted against the war. FIc had been one of 
the founding members of the German Communist party and 
one of the first dissenters to break with it. In emigration he 

1 Natalya Sedova in ‘Father and Son’, Fourth International, August 1941 and in 
Vie et Mori de Leon 'Iwtsky. 



450 THE PROPHET OUTCAST 

devoted himself to a study of Marx and kept aloof from political 
activity, though he agreed to sit on Dewey’s Commission of 
Inquiry. Since the counter-trial he had become a frequent 
guest at the Blue House and then at the Avenida Viena; and 
Trotsky, who respected his scholarship, showed him a warm 
friendship and helped him as much as he could — together they 
brought out The Living Thoughts of Karl Marx.^ 

In the first days of the war the thoughts of the three men, 
naturally enough went back to the days when they had all 
been engaged in the same revolutionary opposition to war, the 
days of the Zimmcrwald movement. Trotsky (the author of 
the Zimmerwald Manifesto) proposed that they should come 
out with a new manifesto to assert and to symbolize the con- 
tinuity of the revolutionary attitude in both world wars. 
Rosmer was all for it; but as Riihle had his differences with 
them and anyhow would not allow himself to be tempted into 
political action, the idea of the ‘new Zimmerwald Manifesto’ 
was abandoned. The past was too remote to answer even with 
an echo. 


With the Rosmers, Seva had come to Coyoacan; and 
Trotsky and Natalya hugged the recovered grandchild. It was 
nearly seven years since they had sent him away from Prinkipo. 
The child had lived those years in Germany, Austria, and 
France, had changed guardians, schools, and languages, and 
had almost forgotten how to speak Russian, His grandfather’s 
huge drama was as if mirrored in the tiny compass of his child- 
hood. He had scarcely left the cradle when his father was 
torn away from him; and no sooner had he rejoined his mother 
in Berlin than she killed herself. Then Lyova, who had become 
father to him, died suddenly and mysteriously; and the child 
became the object of the family quarrel, was abducted, hidden, 
and seized again until he was brought to his grandfather, 
whom he could scarcely remember but whom he had been 
brought up to adore. And now the bewildered orphan stared 

^ Trotsky had advised the American Publishers Longmans, Green and Co. to 
ask Ruble, who had written a biography of Marx, to be the sole author of this 
book, assuring them tliat after Ryazanov Ruble was ‘the greatest living Marx 
scholar*. The Publishers agreed that Ruble should select and edit the Marxian 
texts, but insisted that Trotsky write the Introduction. 
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restlessly at the strange and crowded fortress-like house to 
which he had been brought, a house already marked by death. 

Behind the most welcome guests, the Rosrners, an ominous 
shadow was to creep in, the shadow of Ramon Mercader- 
‘Jacsoii’. This was the ‘friend’ of Sylvia Agelof, the American 
Trotskyist who had attended the foundation conference of the 
Fourth International at the Rosrners’ home. Some claim that it 
was then or shortly thereafter that ‘Jacson’ had been introduced 
to the Rosrners; and that ever since he had unobtrusively sought 
their company and rendeied them, with seeming disinterested- 
ness, many small services and favours. Rosincr emphatically 
denies this and asserts that he met him only in Mexico; and 
Rosmer’s version is confirmed by ‘Jacson’ himself.^ ‘Jacson’ 
posed, plausibly enough, as a non-polilically minded business- 
man, sportsman, and bon viveur; it was supposedly as an agent of 
an oil company that he went to Mexico City at the time when 
the Rosrners arrived tlierc. He kept himse lf in the background, 
however, and for many months sought no access to the fortified 
house at the Avenida Viena. But he was g(‘tting leady for his 
d rcadful assigni nci it. 


Stalin was the only hill-scale book, liis last, on which Trotsky 
worked in these years. As posthumously published, the volume 
is pi(‘cod togeth(a' horn seven completed cliaptcis and a mass of 
diverse fragments, arranged, su])plemented, and linked up 
by an editor, not alwa\s in accordance with Trotsky’s trend of 
thought. No wonder that the book lacks the ripeness and bal- 
ance of Trotsky’s othci works. But perhaps even if he had 
lived to give it final shape and to eliminate the many tentative 
statements and overstatements ol its early drafts, the Stalin 
would probably have remained his weakest work. 

Trotsky had no awareness at all that he was somehow 
lowering himself by assuming the roh* of his rival s and enemy s 
portraitist. He never found any literary or journalistic work 
beneath him provided he could carry it out conscientiously. 
It is said that his publishers pressed him to tackle the biography 

I See A. Rosmer, ‘Une Mise au Point sur L’Assassinat de Ldon Trotsky’ in La 
RevolulioJi Prolelarienne, Nr. 20, November 1948. See also ‘Jacson ’s’ stalement in 
A- Goldman, The Assaswiatwn oj Leon Trotsky, pp. u, 15 25. 
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of Stalin, and that financial necessity compelled him to yield. 
This is not quite borne out by the evidence. The publishers 
were at least as keen, if not more so, on the Life of Lenin he had 
promised to complete.^ If the need of money played its part 
in causing him to give priority to Stalin, he was nevertheless 
mainly actuated by a literary-artistic motive. He was eager to 
reassess Stalin’s character in the fresh and fierce light of the 
purges ; and his fascination with this task was stronger than any 
pride or vanity that might have prevented him becoming 
Stalin’s biographer. His chief character, the Super-Gain now 
revealed, was to some extent unfamiliar even to him. He 
scrutinized Stalin’s features anew, dug deep into archives, 
and searched his own memories for those scenes, incidents, and 
impressions that now seemed to acquire new meanings and 
new aspects. He delved with unrelenting suspicion into the 
hidden nooks and crannies of Stalin’s career; and everywhere 
he discovered, or rediscovered, the same villain. Yes, he con- 
cluded, the Cain of the Great Purges had been there all the 
time, concealed in the Politburcau member, in the pre-1917 
Bolshevik, in the agitator of 1905, even in the pupil of the 
Tiflis Seminary and the boy Soso. He drew the sinister, 
malignant, almost ape-like figure, stealthily making its way to 
the highest seat of power. The image, rough, lop-sided, some- 
times unreal, derives an artistic quality from the force of the 
passion that animates it. It does present the torso of a terri- 
fying monster. 

There is no question that even here Trotsky treats the facts, 
dates, and quotations with his usual historical conscientiousness. 
He draws a clear line of distinction between the established 
facts, the deductions, the guesses, and the hearsay, so that the 
reader is able to sift the enormous biographical material and 
form his own opinion. Such indeed is Trotsky’s pedantry here 
that his method of inquiry and exposition is exceptionally 
repetitive and wearisome. Armed with a formidable array of 
quotations and documents, he polemicizcs at great length against 
hosts of Stalin’s flatterers and courtiers, without realizing what 
a grotesque honour he pays them by doing so. Nevertheless, in 
composing the portrait, he uses abundantly and far too often the 

1 See Trotsky’s correspondence with Curtis Brown, the T.iterary Agents. The 
Archives y Closed Section. 
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material of inference, guess, and hearsay. He picks up any 
piece of gossip or rumour if only it shows a trait, of cruelty 
or suggests treachery in the young Djugashvili. He gives 
credence to Stalin’s schoolmates and later enemies who in 
reminiscences about their childhood, written in exile thirty 
or more years after the events, say that the boy Soso ‘had only 
a sarcastic sneer for the joys and sorrows of his fellows’ : that 
‘compassion for people or for animals was foreign to him’; or 
that from ‘his youth the carrying out of vengeful plots became 
for him the goal that dominated all his efforts’. He cites 
Stalin’s adversaries who depict the youngster and the mature 
man as almost an agent provocateur \ and although Trotsky 
does not accept the accusation, he attaches ‘significance’ to 
it as showing what Stalin was Iicld to be capable of by his 
former comrades 

There is no need to go into many examples of this approach. 
The most striking is, of course, Trotsky’s suggestion, men- 
tioned earlier, that Stalin had poisoned l.cnin. He relates 
that in February 1923 Lenin, paralysed and losing speech, 
wanted to commit suicide and asked Stalin for poison — Stalin 
himself confided this to Trotsky, and to Zinoviev and Kamenev. 
He I'ecalls the queer expression Stalin’s face bore at 
that moment; and he makes his accusation on the ground that 
Lenin’s death a year later- -came ‘unexpectedly’, and that 
Stalin was just then in so severe a conflict with Lenin that ‘he 
‘must have made up his mind’ to hasten Lenin’s death. 
‘Whether Stalin sent the poison to Lenin with the hint that the 
physicians had left no hope for his recovery or whether he 
resorted to more direct means, I do not know. But I am firmly 
convinced that Stalin could not have waited passively when his 
fate hung by a thread, and the decision depended on a small, 
very small, motion of his hand.’^ And here Trotsky ])rescnts 
in a startingly new context the story he had told so many 
times before, of how Stalin manoeuvred to keep him, Trotsky, 
away from Moscow during Lenin’s funeral: ‘He might have 
feared that I would connect Lenin’s death with last year’s 
conversation about poison, would ask the doctors whether 
poisoning was involved, and demand a special autopsy.’ He 

1 Trotsky, Stalin, pp. 1 1-12, 53, 100, i iG, 120 and poidm. 

2 Op. cit., pp. 372-82. 
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recalls that on his return to Moscow after the funeral, he 
found that the physicians ‘were at a loss to account’ for Lenin’s 
death; and that even two and three years later Zinoviev and 
Kamenev eschewed all talk about this and answered Trotsky’s 
questions ‘in monosyllables and avoiding my eyes’. Yet he 
never states whether he himself had conceived the suspicion 
or conviction of Stalin’s guilt already in 1924 or whether he 
formed it only during the purges, after Yagoda and the 
Kremlin doctors had been charged with using poison in their 
murderous intrigues. If he had felt this conviction or suspicion 
in 1924, why did he never voice it before 1939? Why did he, 
even after Lenin’s death, describe Stalin as a ‘brave and sin- 
cere revolutionary’ to none other than Max Eastman? Even 
in this denunciatory biography, Trotsky still expresses the 
opinion that if Stalin had ever foreseen in what bloody convul- 
sions the inner party struggle would end, he would never have 
started it.^ Thus he still treats the Stalin of 1924 as a basically 
honest though short-sighted man, who w^ould have hardly been 
capable of poisoning Lenin. Such inconsistencies suggest that 
in charging Stalin with this particular crime, Trotsky is pro- 
jecting the experience of the Great Purges back to 1923-4. 
He concludes that Stalin, the hangman ofall of Lenin’s disciples 
was surely capable of killing Lenin as well, and that he did 
kill him. Yet it is difficult not to wonder whether the ‘enigma’ 
of Lenin’s death, the suspicion of foul play, the tricks Stalin 
used to avoid a post-mortem, whether all these parts of the 
story are not so many transposed circumstances, say, of the 
story of Lyova’s death. 

Stalin’s personality admittedly confronts any biographer 
with this difficult problem. His character was undoubtedly a 
vital clement in the purges; and it is the biographer’s task to 
trace the formation of that character and to show how early, 
at what stages, and to what extent its propensities had revealed 
themselves. The task, however, is not different from that 
which the student analysing the life course of a criminal has 
to solve. The potentiality of the criminal act may be present 
in the given character early enough; but it must not be pre- 
sented as an actuality before it has turned into one. To be sure, 
deep suspiciousness, secretivencss, and a resentful craving for 
' Op. cit., p. 393, and M. Eastman, Since Lenin Diedj p. 55. 
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power reveal themselves in Stalin long before his rise; yet for 
many years they are only his secondary characteristics. The 
biographer ought to treat them with a sense of proportion and 
with an eye to the dynamics of the personality and the all- 
important interplay of circumstance and character, Trotsky’s 
Stalin is implausible to the extent to which he presents the 
character as being essentially the same in 1936-8 as in 1924, 
and even in 1904. The monster does not form, grow, and emerge 
— he is there almost fully-fledged from the outset. Any better 
qualities and emotions, such as intellectual ambition and a 
degree of sympathy with the oppressed, without which no 
young man would ever join a persecuted revolutionary party, 
are almost totally absent. Stalin’s rise within the party is not 
due to merit or achievement; and so his career becomes very 
nearly inexplicable. His election to Lenin’s Politburcau, his 
presence in the Bolshevik inner cabinet, and his appointment 
to the post of the General Secretary appear quite fortuitous. 
Trotsky himself sums up his approach in a single sentence: 
‘The process of [Stalin’s] rise took place somewhere behind an 
impenetrable political curtain. At a certain moment his figure, 
in the full panoply of power, suddenly stepped away from the 
Kremlin wall. . . .’^ Yet even from Trotsky’s disclosures it is 
evident that Stalin did not at all come to the fore in this way: 
that he had been, next to Lenin and Trotsky, the most in- 
fluential man in the party’s iniiei* councils at least since 1918; 
and that it was not for nothing that i.enin in his will described 
Stalin as one of the 'two most abl(‘ men of the Central Com- 
mittee’. 

As biographer not less than as leader of the Opposition 
Trotsky underrates Stalin and the forces and (ircumstanccs 
favouring him. ‘The current oflicial comparisons of Stalin to 
Lenin are simply indecent’, he rightly remarks. Tf the basis of 
comparison is sweep of personality’, he then adds, ‘it is" im- 
possible to place Stalin even alongside Mussolini or Hitler. 
However meagre the “ideas” of fascism, both the victorious 
leaders of reaction, the Italian and the German, from the 
beginning of their respective movements, displayed initiative, 
roused the masses to action, pioneered new paths through the 
political jungle. Nothing of the kind can be said about Stalin.’ 

^ Trotsky, op. cit., p. 336. 
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These words were written while the U.S.S.R, was entering into 
the second decade of planned economy; and there was an 
unre al ring about them even then. They sounded altogether 
fantastic a few years later when Stalin’s role could be viewed 
against the background of the Second World War and its 
aftermath. ‘In attempting to find an historical parallel to 
Stalin’, Trotsky went on, ‘we have to reject not only Cromwell, 
Robespierre, Napoleon, and Lenin, but even Mussolini and 
Hitler. [We come] closer to an understanding of Stalin [when 
we think in terms of] Mustapha Kemal Pasha or perhaps 
Porfirio Diaz.’^ Here the lack of historical scale and per- 
spective is striking and disturbing. 

What guides Trotsky’s pen in passages like these is, of course, 
his holy anger and disgust with the monstrosities of the Stalin 
cult. He reduces to less than life-size the autocrat who has 
puffed himself up to superhuman stature, the self-deified 
despot. In doing so, Trotsky paves the way, as it were, for those 
who will many years later pull down Stalin’s monuments, 
evict his body from the Red Square Mausoleum, efface his 
name from the squares and streets, and even rename Stalin- 
grad Volgograd. With a lucid premonition of all this, 
Trotsky recalls that Nero too had been deified, but that ‘after 
he perished his statues were smashed and his name was scraped 
off everything. The vengeance of history is more powerful 
than the vengeance of the most powerful General Secretary, 
I venture to think that this is consoling.’^ About to be struck 
down by the ultimate act of Stalin’s treachery, Trotsky already 
savours history’s coming retribution and his own victory 
beyond the grave. He prepares that retribution in words 
weighty enough to serve as texts for posterity’s judgement. He 
treats Stalin as the symbol of an immense vacuum, the product 
of an epoch in which the morality of the old order has dissolved 
and that of the new one has not yet formed. 

Uetat c^est moi is almost a liberal formula by comparison with 
the actualities ol‘ Stalin’s totalitarian regime. Louis XIV identified 
himself with both the state and the Church — but only during 
the epoch of temporal power. The totalitarian state goes far beyond 
Gaesaro-Papism. . . . Stalin can justly say, unlike le Roi Soldi, 
la sodite c*est moL 

1 Op. cit., p. 413. 


2 Op. cit., p. 383. 
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And this is how Trotsky conveys in a single epigram the 
whole tragic tension between Stalin and the old Bolsheviks: 

Of Christ’s twelve Apostles Judas alone proved to be traitor. 
But if he had acquired power, he would have represented the 
other eleven Apostles as traitors, and also all the lesser Apostles 
whom Luke numbers as seventy.^ 


Trotsky’s comments on the events leading up to the war and 
on the prospects of war and revolution could be the subject 
of a special monograph. In these writings one is struck more 
strongly than ever by the contrast between his lucid and almost 
flawless analyses of the strategic-diplomatic elements of the 
world situation and his blurred vision of the prospects of 
revolution. He saw the Second World War as being basically a 
continuation of the First, a prolongation of the struggle of the 
great imperialist powers for a redivision of the world. At the 
time of the Munich Crisis he saw ‘Hitler’s strength (and 
weakness) in . . . his readiness to use . . . blackmail and bluff and 
to risk war’, whereas the old colonial powers, having nothing 
to win but much to lose, were frightened of armed conflict. 
‘Chamberlain would give away all the democracies of the world 
— and not many arc left — for one-tenth of India.’ The Munich 
settlement, in his view, hastened tin* outbreak of war; and so 
did Franco’s successes in Spain, in so far as they freed the 
bourgeois governments from the fear of revolution in Europe. 
Stalin’s policy had the same effect: selling out the labour 
movement, ‘as if it were petrol or manganese ore’, he too was 
helping capitalism to regain sclf-conlidencc.- But it was the 
attitude of the United States that was decisive, for both 
Chamberlain iind Stalin were afraid of committing themselves 
against Hitler as long as the United States remained un- 
committed. Yet as the world’s leading imperialist power, in- 
heriting Britain’s place, the Unit(‘d States could not remain 

1 Op. cit., pp. 416, 421. 

2 In an article datreJ 22 September 1938 {B.O.y iin. 70) I’rolsky wrote - ‘One may- 
now be sure that Soviet diplomacy will attempt a lapprochcment willi Ger- 
many. . . ‘The compromise made over Oechoslovakia’s dead body . . . gives 
Hitler a more convenient base lor starting tlic war. (Chamberlain’s flights [to 
Munich] will enter history as [the] symbol of the diplomatic convulsions which a 
divided, greedy, and helpless imperialist Europe lived through on the eve of the 
new blooclbath awaiting our planet.* Sec also B.O., nos. 71, 74, and 75-76. 
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isolationist; it was vitally interested in stopping the expansion 
of German and Japanese imperialism; and it would be com- 
pelled to join in the Second World War ‘much earlier than it 
had entered the First’. The United States was also destined to 
play a far more decisive part in the peace-making, for ‘if peace 
is not concluded on the basis of socialism, then the victorious 
United States will dictate the conditions of peace’. 

One may well imagine the thunderous denunciation with 
which Trotsky met the German-Soviet pact of August 1939: 
the master of the Great Purges now stood self-exposed as 
Hitler’s accomplice. Ever since 1933 Trotsky had repeated that 
nothing would suit Stalin better than an accommodation 
with Hitler. Now, after the decapitation of the Red Army, the 
fear of his own weakness had driven Stalin into Hitler’s arms. 
‘While Hitler is conducting his military operations, Stalin is 
acting as his intendant\ Trotsky remarked in the first days of 
the war.^ But Stalin’s purpose, he added, was not to help the 
Third Reich to victory, but to keep the Soviet Union out of the 
war for as long as possible, and in the meantime to obtain a 
free hand in the Baltic states and in the Balkans. When Stalin 
and Hitler, applauded by the Comintern, proceeded to par- 
tition Poland, Trotsky commented: ‘Poland will resurrect, the 
Comintern never.’ But even in his most vehement assaults on 
Stalin’s lack of principle and cynicism, he did not put all the 
blame on Stalin, He reiterated that ‘the key to the Kremlin’s 
policy is in Washington’, and that in order that Stalin should 
change his course the United Stales must throw its weight 
against Hitler. He repeated the same thought during the 
‘phoney war’ in the winter of 1939-40, Sciying that France and 
Britain, in avoiding real military collision with Germany, 
were conducting a sort of ‘a military strike’ against the United 
States. From East and West alike Hitler was abetted in the 
conquest of Europe. The Polish and Czech Governments had 
already fled to France. ‘Who knows’, Trotsky wrote on 
4 December 1939, many months before the collapse of France, 
‘whether the French Government, together with the Belgian, 
Dutch, Polish and Czechoslovak Governments, will not have to 
seek refuge in Great Britain?’ He did not accept ‘even for a 

1 The article ‘Stalin, Hitler’s IntendanV bears the date ‘2 September 1939, 
3 a.m.* The Archives. 



THE ‘hell-black NIGHT’ ' 459 

moment’ the possibility of a Nazi victory; ‘but before the hour 
of Hitler’s defeat strikes, many, very many ill Europe will be 
wiped out. Stalin does not want to be among them and so he 
is wary of detaching himself from Hitler too early’. ^ 

When France capitulated and nearly the whole of Europe 
succumbed to Hitler’s armed might, Trotsky stigmatized 
Stalin and the Comintern for their share in bringing about the 
catastrophe. ‘The Second and Third Internationals . . . have 
deceived and demoralized the working class. After five years 
of propaganda for an alliance of the democracies and collective 
security, and after Stalin’s sudden passage into Hitler’s camp, 
the French working class was caught unawares. The war pro- 
voked a terrible disorientation, a mood of passive defeatism. . . .’ 
Now the U.S.S.R. was ‘on the brink of the abyss’. All Stalin’s 
territorial gains in eastern Europe counted little in comparison 
with the resources and the power which Hitler had seized and 
which he would use against the Soviet Union. ^ 

Having said all this, 'Frotsky insisted with the utmost firm- 
ness that the Soviet Union remained a workers’ state, entitled 
to be unconditionally defended against all its capitalist enemies, 
fascist and democratic. He did not even deny Stalin the right 
to bargain with Hitler, although he himself thought that the 
Soviet-German Pact had not brought the Soviet Union any 
significant advantage; he would have preferred a Soviet 
coalition with the West. But he held that the question with 
whom the Soviet Union should align itself should be decided 
solely on grounds of expediency; and that no political or moral 
principle was involved in the choice, because the western 
powers no less than the Third Reich fought only for their 
imperialist interests. What Trotsky repudiated in Stalin’s 
policy was not so much his choice of ally or partner, l)ut his 
making a virtue of the choice and his proclaiming id(‘ological 
solidarity with whoever happened to be his partner at the 
moment. Stalin and Molotov now extolled the German- 
Soviet friendship ‘cemented with blood’; their underlings, 
conniving in Hitler’s atrocities, declared that Poland would 
never rise again; and their propagandists, like lllbricht, 

1 ‘The twin stars: Hitler-Stalin’; quoted from The Archives. 

A statement for the Press (‘The Kremlin’s lolc in the European catastrophe’), 
17 June 1940. Ibid. 
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turned all their ‘anti-imperialist’ zeal exclusively against the 
western powers. This was, Trotsky concluded, how ‘Stalinism 
exercised its counter-revolutionary influence on the inter- 
national arena’; and this was one more reason why the Soviet 
workers must overthrow it by force. But he reasserted that even 
under Stalin’s rule, the workers’ state remained a reality, which 
must be protected against any foreign enemy and fought for 
to the last.^ 

He was well aware that his ideas would again seem paradoxical 
to many— but was reality not just as paradoxical? Having in 
collusion with Hitler annexed Poland’s eastern marches, Stalin 
proceeded to expropriate the big landlords there, to divide 
their estates among the peasants, and to nationalize industry 
and banking. Anxious to secure military control over the 
annexed territories, his new ‘defensive glacis’, he adjusted in 
every respect their social and political regime to that of the 
Soviet Union. Thus an act of revolution resulted from Stalin’s 
co-operation and rivalry with the most counter-revolutionary 
power in the world. At a stroke, Stalin fulfilled the main desi- 
derata which had always figured in every programme of Polish 
and Ukrainian socialists and communists, the desiderata they 
themselves had not been able to realize. The social upheaval 
in the annexed lands was, of course, the work of the Soviet 
occupation forces, not of the Polish and Ukrainian toilers — 
it was the first of the long series of revolutions from above which 
Stalin was to impose upon eastern Europe. And while he was 
expropriating the possessing classes economically, he expropri- 
ated the workers and the peasants politically, depriving them of 
freedom of expression and association.^ 

Trotsky, contemptuous of Stalin’s ‘bureaucratic methods’ 
and ‘horse-trading with Hitlcj’, acknowledged the ‘basically 
progressive’ character of the social changes in Poland’s eastern 
marches. He argued that Stalin overthrew the old order there 
only because the workers’ state was a re^dity in the Soviet 
Union — only that had stopped him from coming to terms with 
the Polish landlords and capitalists. In other words, the revolu- 
tionary dynamic of the Stalinist state had now overlapped the 

^ ‘The U.S.S.R. in War’, New International y November J939; articles in sub- 
sequent issues of this periodical; and In Defence of Marxism. 

2 New Internationaly loc. cit. 
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boundaries of the U.S.S.R, However, in making this assertion 
Trotsky involved himself in a contradiction. Had he not main- 
tained that Stalinism continued to play a ‘dual’, progressive 
and reactionary part, only within the Soviet Union, but that 
its role ‘on the international arena’ was ‘exclusively counter- 
revolutionary’, i.c. directed towards the preservation of the 
capitalist order? Had this not been Trotsky’s chief argument 
in favour of the creation of the Fourth International? He still 
held that the wider international influence of Stalinism re- 
mained counter-revolutionary; and that the social upheaval 
on Poland’s eastern marches was only a local phenomenon. 
He pointed out how little the expropriation of landlords and 
capitalists in the western Ukraine (or later in the Baltic states) 
weighed against the demoralization by Stalinism of the French 
workers, the betrayal by it of the Spanish revolution, and the 
services it had rendered Hitler. Again and again he returned to 
the disparity of the two facets of Stalinism, the domestic and 
the foreign; and he sought to explain it by the fact that inside the 
U.S.S.R. the elements of the workeis’ slate (national owner- 
ship, planning, and revolutionary traditions) refracted them- 
selves even through Stalin’s bureauc ratic' despotism and limited 
Stalin’s freedom of movement; whereas in the ‘international 
arena’ Stalinism acted without any sueli inhibition, pursuing only 
its narrow interests and following freedy its opportunistic bemt.^ 

The argument, although it contained some truth, could not 
resolve or even conceal the thcT)retical and political difficulty 
which now beset Trotskyism, a difficulty that was to grow 
immensely with the events of the coming decade. How real 
indeed was the distinction Trotsky had drawn between the 
domestic (partly still progressive) and the* international (wholly 
counter-revolutionary) functions of Stalinism? Could any 
government or ruling group have for any length of time one 
character at home and quite a dilferent one abroad? If the 
Sc3viet body politic preserved the quality of a workers’ state, 
how could this leave unaffected its relationship with the outside 
world ? How could the government of a workers’ state be con- 
sistently a factor of counter-revolution ? 

Trotsky and his disciples could deal with this problem in 
only one of two ways: Either they had to declare that the 

1 Ibid. 
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Soviet Union had ceased to be a workers’ state; that this 
accounted for the anti-revolutionary direction of Stalin’s 
policies both at home and abroad; and that consequently 
Marxists had no reason whatsoever to go on ‘defending the 
Soviet Union’. Or else, they had to admit that Stalinism was 
continuing to act a dual or ambivalent (progressive and 
reactionary) role both abroad and at home; that this was 
consistent with the contradictory character of the regime of 
the U.S.S.R., with the survival of the workers’ state within the 
bureaucratic despotism; and that Marxists could cope with 
this intricate situation only by opposing Stalinism yet defending 
the Soviet Union. 

Quite a few of Trotsky’s disciples tried to find a way out of 
the predicament by declaring that the Soviet Union was no 
longer a workers’ state, because its bureaucracy formed a new 
class, exploiting and oppressing the workers and peasants. 
This idea, we know, had been in the air since 1921, when the 
Workers’ Opposition first voiced it in Moscow; and although 
Trotsky had always rejected it, the idea never ceased to appeal 
to some of his followers. In 1929 Rakovsky startled them when 
he wrote that the Soviet Union had already changed from a 
proletarian state which was bureaucratically deformed into a 
bureaucratic state with only a residual proletarian clement.^ 
Trotsky approvingly quoted the epigram (which underlay some 
of his reasonings in The Revolution Betrayed ) ; but he drew no 
conclusions from it. Some of his disciples now wondered what 
could possibly be left of that ‘residual proletarian clement’ 
after ten years -and what years! Was it not, they asked, 
preposterous to go on talking about a workers’ state? They 
found encouragement for such a conclusion in some of Trotsky’s 
speculations, hints, and obiter dicta. In The Revolution Betrayed 
he had argued that the Soviet managerial groups were pre- 
paring to denationalize industry and to become its stock- 
holding owners — in other words, that the Stalinist bureaucracy 
was incubating a new capitalist class. Years had passed and 
of such a development there was no sign. Was Trotsky then 
not mistaken in his conception of Soviet society ? He saw the 
Stalinist bureaucracy hatching out a new bourgeois class 
and a new capitalism; but was not that bureaucracy itself 

^ See 5 .O., nos. 15-16, 1930; Correspondence from the U.S.S.R. 
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the new class hatched out by the October revolution and 
fully fledged already ? 

Just before the outbreak of the war an Italian ex-Trotskyist, 
Bruno Rizzi, answered this question affirmatively in a little 
noticed but influential book, La Bureaucratisation du Monde^ 
published in Paris. Rizzi was the original author of the idea of 
the ‘managerial revolution’, which Burnham, Shachtman, 
Djilas and many others were to expound later in far cruder 
versions. He based himself on part of Trotsky’s argument, as 
stated in The Revolution Betrayed^ in order to reject the argu- 
ment as a whole. The Russian revolution, he maintained, 
having set out, like the French, to abolish inequality had merely 
replaced one mode of economic exploitation and political 
oppression by another. Trotsky, haunted by the phantom of a 
capitalist restoration in the U.S.S.R., failed to sec that ‘bureau- 
cratic collectivism’ had established itself there as the new 
form of class domination. He refused to treat the bureaucracy 
as the ‘new class’ because it did not own the means of pro- 
duction and did not accumulate profits. But the bureaucracy, 
Rizzi replied, did own the means of production and did 
accumulate profits, only it was doing that collectively and not 
individually, as the old possessing classes had done. ‘In Soviet 
society the exploiters do not appropriate surplus value directly, 
as the capitalist does when he pockets the dividends of his 
enterprise; they do it indirectly, through the state, which 
cashes in the sum total of the national sui])lus value and then 
distributes it among its own officials.’^ De facto possession of 
the means of production, possession through the state and poss- 
ession of the state, had taken the place of bourgeois possession 
de jure. The new state of affairs was not, as Trotsky supposed, 
a bureaucratic interval or a transient phase of reaction, but 
a new stage in the development of society, even an historically 
necessary stage. Just ^is feudalism was followed not by Equality, 
Liberty, Fraternity, but by capitalism, so capitalism was being 
followed not by socialism but by bureaucratic collectivism. 
The Bolsheviks were ‘objectively’ just as incapable of achieving 
their ideal as the Jacobins had been of realizing theirs. Socialism 
was still utopia ! The workers inspired by it were once again 
cheated of the fruits of their revolution. 

1 Brunu, R., La Bureaucratisation du Monde. 
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In so far, Rizzi went on, as bureaucratic collectivism or- 
ganized society and its economy more efficiently and pro- 
ductively than capitalism had done, or could do it, its triumph 
marked historic progress. It was therefore bound to supersede 
capitalism. State control and planning were predominant not 
only in the Stalinist regime, but also under Hitler, Mussolini, 
and even under Roosevelt. In different degrees Stalinists, 
Nazis, and New Dealers were the conscious or unconscious 
agents of the same new system of exploitation, destined to 
prevail the world over. As long as bureaucratic collectivism 
stimulated social productivity, Rizzi concluded, it would be 
invulnerable. The workers could only do what they had done 
under early capitalism — struggle to improve their lot and wrest 
concessions and reforms from their new exploiters. Only after 
the new system had begun to decay and to retard and shackle 
social growth, would they be able to resume the fight for social- 
ism successfully. This was a remote prospect, yet it was not 
unreal: bureaucratic collectivism was the last form of man^s 
domination by man, so close to classless society that bureau- 
cracy, the last exploiting class, refused to acknowledge itself 
as a possessing class. ^ 

Trotsky, knowing that Rizzi had expressed a trend of ideas 
that was gaining ground among Trotskyists, dealt with his 
argument in an essay ‘The U.S.S.R. in War’, written in the 
middle of September 1939.^ ‘It would be a piece of monstrous 
nonsense’, he began, ‘to break with comrades who differ 
from us in their views about the social nature of the U.S.S.R. 
as long as we arc in agreement about our political tasks.’ 
The argument whether the U.S.S.R. was a workers’ state or 
not was often only a quibble -Rizzi had at least the merit of 
having ‘raised it to the height of historical generalization’. 
He identified bureaucratic collectivism as the new order of 
society, essentially the same behind the different facades of 
Stalinism, Nazism, Fascism, and the New Deal. His equation 
of Stalinism and Nazism (Trotsky replied) might sound 
])lausiblc enough in the days of the pact between Hitler and 
Stalin. That pact, many argued, had merely brought out 
the kinship of the two regimes, a kinship so evident in their 

1 Bruno, R., op. cit. 

2 New IrilcrnaLtonali Novtunber 1939 and In Dejeme of Marxism y p[). 8-1 1. 
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techniques of government; and, in Rizzi*s opinion, it was only 
a matter of time before the Nazi and Fascist (but also the 
Rooseveltan) state would carry its control of the economy to a 
logical conclusion and nationalize all industry. Against this, 
Trotsky asserted that whatever the resemblances between 
Hitler’s and Stalin’s methods of government, the economic 
and social differences were qualitative and not merely quanti- 
tative — this was the gulf between their regimes. Neither 
Hitler nor Roosevelt would or could go beyond ‘partial 
nationalization’ each was only superimposing state inter- 
vention upon an essentially capitalist order. Stalin alone 
exercised control over a truly post-capitalist economy. To be 
sure, the growth of bureaucracy was evident in various countries 
and under different regimes. But bureaucratic collectivism 
as a distinctive social order, if it existed at all, was still confined 
to a single country; and there it rested upon foundations 
created by a socialist revolution. 

It was therefore rash, Trotsky pointed out, to speak of any 
‘universal trend’, by dint of which bureaucratic collectivism 
was the real successor to capitalism. If this had b(‘cii so, then 
any socialist revolution, even in the most advanced industrial 
country (or in several such countries), would inevitably usher 
in something like the Stalinist regime. This was indeed Rizzi’s 
view. Against this Trotsky referred to the empirical evidence 
which showed how decisively Russia’s backwardness, poverty, 
and isolation had contributed to the ascendancy of Stalinism, 
The Russian Revolution had deteriorated under the burden 
of circumstance; and there was no reason to assume that any 
socialist revolution must, regardless of circumstance, deterior- 
ate likewise. Stalinism was not the norm of the new society, 
as Rizzi thought, but an historic abnormality; not the final 
outcome of the revolution, but an aberration from the revolu- 
tionary course. Soviet bureaucracy was still a parasitic 
outgiowth of the working class, as dangcirous as such an 
outgrowth can be; but it was not an independent body. 
Contrary to Rizzi’s view', bureauc ratic c cdlcctivism did not 
represent any historic progress the progress the Soviet Union 
was making was due to collectivism not to bureaucracy. 
Stalinism could survive only as long as the Soviet Union was 
merely borrowing, imitating, and assimilating superior western 
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technology. Once this stage was left behind, the requirements 
of social life would become more complex; and social initiative 
would have to reassert itself. A major conflict between bureau- 
cracy and social initiative was therefore looming ahead; and 
the conflict would be all the deeper, because unlike the French 
bourgeoisie after the revolution the bureaucracy ‘is not the 
bearer of a new economic system’, which could not function 
without it. On the contrary, in order to function properly the 
new system would have to free itself from the stranglehold of 
bureaucracy. 

The idea that underlay all the theories about bureaucratic 
collectivism was that the working class had shown itself in- 
capable of accomplishing the socialist revolution which 
Marxism had expected it to accomplish. Yet capitalism too 
had shown itself unable to function and survive. Some form of 
a collectivist economy was therefore bound to replace it. But 
as the working class had failed to cope with this task, the 
bureaucracy was performing it; and not socialist but bureau- 
cratic collectivism was superseding the old order. Trotsky 
agreed that here was the crux of the controversy.^ The question 
whether the Soviet Union was a workers’ state or whether its 
regime was one of bureaucratic collectivism was secondary. 
All that he himself intended to say when he spoke of the 
‘workers’ state’ was that its potentiality and its elements were 
preserved in the social structure of the Soviet Union — it had 
not occurred to him to suggest that the Stalinist regime was a 
workers’ state in the ordinary and political sense of the term. 
One might, on the other hand, speak of ‘Soviet’ bureaucratic 
collectivism and still hold that this included the potentiality 
of the workeis’ state. What was far more important was whether 
one held that bureaucratic collectivism had come to stay 
because the working class was inherently incapable of achieving 
socialism. 

That the record of the labour movement was compounded 
of failures and disappointments was undeniable. The workers 
had not been able to bar Mussolini’s, Hitler’s, and Franco’s 
roads to power; they had allowed themselves to be manoeuvred 
into defeat by Popular Fronts, and they had not prevented two 
world wars. But how were these failures to be diagnosed? As 

1 Loc. cit. 
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faults of leadership, faults which could be remedied? Or as the 
historic bankruptcy of the working class and evidence of its 
inability to rule and transform society? If the leadership was 
at fault, the way out was to create a new leadership in new 
Marxist parties and a new International. But if the working 
class was at fault, then the Marxist view of capitalist society 
and socialism must be admitted to have been wrong, for Marx- 
ism had proclaimed that socialism would either be the work of 
the proletariat or it would not be at all. Was Marxism then just 
another ‘ideology’ or another form of the false consciousness 
that causes oppressed classes and their parties to believe that 
they struggle for their own purposes when in truth they are only 
promoting the interests of a new, or even of an old, ruling 
class? Viewed from this angle, the defeat of the pristine Bol- 
shevism would indeed appear to have been of the same order as 
the defeat of the Jacobins — the result of a collision between 
Utopia and a new social order— and Stalin’s victory would 
present itself as the triumph of reality over illusion and as a 
necessary act of historic progress. 

Thus at the close of his days 'Frotsky interrogated himself 
about the meaning and the purpose of all his life and struggle 
and indeed of all the struggles of sevt'i al generations of fighters, 
communists, and socialists. Was a whole century of revolu- 
tionary endeavour crumbling into dust? Again and again 
he returned to the fact that the workers had not overthrown 
capitalism anywhere outside Russia. Again and again he sur- 
veyed the long and dismal secjuence of defeats which tlie revolu- 
tion had sufl'ered between the two world wars. And he saw 
himself driven to the conclusion that if major new failures were 
to be added to this record, then the whole historic perspective 
drawn by Marxism would indeed come under question. At 
this point he indulged in one of those ovcremphatic and hyper- 
bolic statements which from time to time occur to any great 
controversialist and man of action, but which taken literally 
lead to endless confusion. He declared that the final test for 
the working class, for socialism, and for Marxism was imminent: 
it was coming with the Second World War. If the war were not 
to lead to proletarian revolution in the West, then the place of 
decaying capitalism would indeed be taken not by socialism, but 
by a new bureaucratic and totalitarian system of exploitation. 
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And if the working classes of the West were to seize power, 
but then prove incapable of holding it and surrender it to a 
privileged bureaucracy, as the Russian workers had done, then 
it would indeed be necessary to acknowledge that the hopes 
which Marxism placed in the proletariat had been false. In 
that case the rise of Stalinism in Russia would also appear in a 
new light: ‘We would be compelled to acknowledge that . . • 
[Stalinism] was rooted not in the backwardness of the country 
and not in the imperialist environment, but in the congenital 
incapacity of the proletariat to become a ruling class. Then it 
would be necessary to establish in retrospect that . . . the present 
U.S.S.R. was the precursor of a new and universal system of 
exploitation. . . . However onerous this . . . perspective may be, 
if the world proletariat should actually prove incapable of 
accomplishing its mission . . . nothing else would remain but to 
recognize openly that the socialist programme, based on the 
internal contradictions of capitalist society, had petered out 
as a Utopia.’^ 

Perhaps only Marxists could sense fully the tragic solemnity 
which these words had in Trotsky’s mouth. True, he uttered 
them for the sake of the argument; but even for the sake of 
argument he had never yet contc^mplatcd the possibility of an 
utter failure of socialism so closely; he insisted that the final 
‘test’ was a matter of the next few years; and he defined the 
terms of the test with painful pixcision. He went on to state: 
‘It is self-evident that [if the Marxist programme turned out to 
be impracticable] a new minimum programme would be 
required — to defend the interests of the slaves of the totalitarian 
bureaucratic system.’ The passage was characteristic of the 
man: if bureaucratic slavery was all that the future had in store 
for mankind, then he and his disciples would be on the side of 
the slaves and not of' the new exploiters, however ‘historically 
necessary’ the new exploitation might be. Having lived all his 
life with the conviction that the advent of socialism was a 
scientifically established certainty and that history was on the 
side of those who struggled for the emancipation of the ex- 
ploited and the oppressed, he now entreated his disciples to 
remain on the side of the exploited and the oppressed, even if 
history and all scientific certainties were against them. He, at 

^ I.oc. cil., and pasnni. 
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any rate, would be witb Spartacus, not with Pompey and the 
Caesars. 

Having explored this dark prospect, he did not, however, 
resign himself to it. Was there, he asked, sufficient evidence for 
the view that the working class was incapable of overthrowing 
capitalism and transforming society? Those who held this view, 
including some of his disciples, had never seen the working 
class in revolutionary action. They had watched only the 
triumphs of fascism, Nazism, and Stalinism; or they had 
known only bourgeois democracy in decay. All their political 
experience was indeed compounded of defeat and frustration; 
no wonder that they had come to doubt the political capacity of 
the proletariat. But how could he doubt il, he who had seen and 
led the Russian workers in 1917? ‘In these years of world-wide 
reaction we must proceed from the possibilities which the Rus- 
sian proletariat revealed in 1917.’ The revolutionary intelli- 
gence and energy the Russian workc'rs had shown then was 
surely latent in German, French, British, and American 
workers as well. The October Revolution was therefore still ‘a 
colossal asset’ and ‘a priceless pledge for the future’. The sub- 
sequent record of del'cats must be blaint^d not on the workers 
but on their ‘conservative and utterly bourgeois leaders’. Such 
was the ‘dialectics of the historic ])i'ocess that the proletariat 
of Russia, a most bac kward country . . . has brought forth the 
most far-sighted and courageous leadership, whereas in Great 
Britain, the countiy of the oldest capitalist civilization, the 
proletariat has even today the most dull-witted and obsequious 
leaders’. But leaders ('ome and go, tlu‘ social class remains. 
Marxists must still work for the renew al of the leadership and 
must stake everything on the ‘organic, (le(*|), irrepressible' urge 
of the toiling masses to tear themselves lice bom the sanguinary 
chaos of capitalism. . . 

Fie reasserted his Marxist conviction not with the flamboyant 
optimism of his earlier y(‘ars, but with a hard-tested and endur- 
ing loyalty : 

. . the basic task of our epoch has not changed for thc! simple 
reason that it has not been solved. , . . Maixists do not liavc the 
slightest right (if disillusionment and fatigue are not considered 
‘rights’) to draw the conclusion that the proletariat has forfeited 
its revolutionary possibilities and must renounce all aspirations. . . . 
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Twenty-five years in the scales of history, when it is a question of 
most profound changes in economic and cultural systems, weigh 
less than an hour in a man’s life. What good is the individual 
who, because of setbacks suffered in an hour or a day, renounces a 
goal he has set for himself on the basis of all the experience . . . 
of his life? 

If this war provokes, as we firmly believe it will, a proletarian 
revolution, this must inevitably lead to the overthrow of the 
bureaucracy in the U.S.S.R. and to the regeneration of Soviet 
democracy on an economic and cultural basis far higher than 
that of 1918. In that case the question whether the Stalinist bureau- 
cracy was a ‘new class’ or a malignant growth on the workers’ state 
will be solved ... it will become clear U) everyone that in the world 
wide process of revolution the Soviet bureaucracy was only an 
episodic relapse. 

To ‘put a cross’ over the Soviet Union because of this ‘epi- 
sodic relapse’ and so to lose ctII historic perspective, would be 
unpardonable. The Soviet Union — and for the time being the 
Soviet Union alone ~ containc'd within itself the socio-economic 
framework for a reborn socialist democracy; and this must be 
defended. ‘What do we defend in the Soviet Union? Not the 
features in which it resembles the capitalist countries, but 
precisely those in which it differs from them’, not privilege and 
oppression, but the elements of socialism. This attitude ‘does 
not at all mean any rapprochement with the Kremlin bureau- 
cracy, any acceptance of its policies or any conciliation with the 
policies of Stalin’s allies. . . . We are not a government party; 
we arc the party of irreconcilable opposition. ... We realize 
our tasks . . . exclusively tlirough the education of the workers 
... by explaining to them what they should defemd and what 
they ought to overthrow.’ 

Turning again to Stalin’s moves in eastern Poland, Tiotsky 
pointed out that if Stalin had left private property untouched 
there then it would have been necessary to reassess thoroughly 
the nature of the Soviet state. But Stalin acted as Napoleon 
had done when, having tamed revolution at home, he carried it 
abroad on bayonets. (Here Trotsky tacitly revised the notion 
about the ‘wholly counter-revolutionary’ character of Stalin’s 
foreign policy.) To be sure, this was not the Marxist method of 
revolution; ‘We were and remain against seizures of new terri- 
tories by the Kremlin. We arc for the independence of the Soviet 
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Ukraine and . . . of Soviet Byelorussia. At the same time, in the 
provinces of Poland which are occupied by the Red Army, the 
adherents of the Fourth International must be most active in 
expropriating the landlords and capitalists, in sharing out the 
land among the peasants, in creating soviets, workers’ councils, 
&c. In doing so they must preserve their political independence; 
they must fight in elections for the complete independence of 
the soviets and the factory committees vis-d-vis the bureaucracy; 
and they must conduct their revolutionary propaganda in a 
spirit of distrust ot the Kremlin and its local agencies.’ 

Trotsky could not offer his Polish and Ukrainian followers 
any other advice and remain true to himself; yet they had no 
chance whatsoever to act on his advice. They were weak; they 
held lost positions; and the G.P.U. crushed them in no time. 
They too were caught, as he had bc'en, between the necessity 
and the impossibility of action. 


This dispute was to last till the end of May 1940, that is until 
the armed raid on Trotsky’s home. James Burnham, Max 
Shachtman, and other American Trotskyists, mcmVjcrs of the 
S.W.P., held vieA\s similar to Ri//i’s, though they wer(‘ less 
definite. With the outbreak of war and the Stalin-llitler Pact 
these views crystallized ra])idly. I'^aily in SeptcanlKM' 1939 
Ihirnham sulnnitled to the National (Committee of the S.W.P. a 
statement saying that ‘it is impossibl<‘ to regard the Soviet 
Union as a workers' state in any siaise what(‘ver.’ ‘ Ihd'orc' the 
end of the month Shachtman t«d)l(‘d a UKUion branding the 
Soviet occupation o( the- W(‘stern Ukraine* and Byelorussia as 
‘irnpeiialist’ ; (halving that tin* occupation had any of the pro- 
gressive consec]uences ol ^vhich Trotsky s])ok('; and uiging the* 
party to disavow its jdedge to dehaid the* Soviet Union. Burn- 
ham, as Professor of Philosophy at N('w York Univ(‘i sily, and 
Shachtman, the party’s popular spokc'sman, exe rcise d asliong 
influence on the d'rotskyist intelligentsia. They had hitherto 
been committed to op])osc war with iTvolutionary deleaitism, if 
the war was waged by a bourgeois ge)V(*rnment, even a demo- 
cratic one; and to defend the Soviet Union no matter to which 

1 See the Internal Bulletin of S.W.P. aneJ the New International of tlic last months 
of 1939; Dwight Maceionalcl, Memoirs of A Revolutionist , pp. 17-19. 
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imperialist camp it was allied. For men like Burnham and 
Shachtman it was easy enough to expound such a view 
theoretically before the outbreak of the war, when it was gener- 
ally assumed that the Soviet Union would be the ally of the 
western democracies. But with the Stalin-Hitler pact and the 
beginning of hostilities much had changed. The national mood, 
even in the years of American neutrality, was one of cautious 
sympathy with Britain and France and furious indignation 
against the German-Soviet Pact. Even Trotskyists found it hard 
to resist that mood. Burnham and Shachtman could not help 
feeling that if they went on ‘defending’ the Soviet Union, 
they would take upon themselves an unbearable odium. Yet in 
order to refuse ‘defending’ it they had, in Marxist terms, to 
declare that the U.S.S.R. was no longer a workers’ state, but 
just another counter-revolutionary power fighting for imperial- 
ist aggrandizement. If Rizzi still argued that bureaucratic 
collectivism was ‘historically necessary’ and to some extent 
progressive, Burnham and Shachtman denied it any such 
merits. The logic of the argument led them further to deny that 
there was anything progressive in the Soviet economy. Im- 
plicitly or explicitly, they attacked national ownership of 
industry and national planning, saying that these served as the 
foundations for bureaucratic collectivism and totalitarian 
slavery. Gradually every principle of the Marxist-Lcninist pro- 
gramme, including dialectics and morality, came again under 
debate. Burnham, Shachtman, and those who followed them, 
found themselves reju ting the programme point after point. 
I'his was, in fact, a continuation of tliat ‘Retreat of the. Intel- 
lectuals’ which they themselves had just dcsciibcd, wIk'ii they 
attacked Eastman, Hook, and others in tlie pages of Ihe New 
International only that now the attackers joined in the retreat. 

In his criticism of Rizzi, Trotsky had said all that he had to 
say in this debate. The controversy with Burnham and Shacht- 
man was conducted on far lower levels of political thought and 
style. The argument was remarkable mainly as an outburst of 
the disillusionment and pessimism pent-up among Trotsky’s 
followers, and as Trotsky’s last stand against them^ — the finale 
of all his controversies.^ 

1 Trotsky’s most characteristic statements in this debate are collected in In 
Defence of Marxism, 
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All the issues under debate were brought to a head before the 
end of the year 1939, when Stalin ordered his armies to attack 
Finland. Trotsky in his commentaries castigated Stalin's ‘stupid 
and incompetent’ conduct of the Finnish War, which had out- 
raged the world and exposed the Red Army to humiliating 
defeats.^ He nevertheless insisted that \vhaL Stalin was trying to 
do in Finland was to secure an exposed flank of the Soviet 
Union against a probable attack from Hitler. This \vas a 
legitimate endeavour; and any Soviet goveinment, acting in 
the circumstances in which Stalin acted (circumstances which 
were, however, partly of Stalin’s making), might well be com- 
pelled to protect its frontiers at Finland’s expense. The strategic 
interest of the workers’ state must take precedence over Fin- 
land’s right to self-determination. 2 As Stalin’s invasion of 
Finland was met in the Allied countries by a campaign for 
‘switching the war’, and for armed int('rvention in favour ol’ 
Finland, Trotsky called all the moie emphatically for llie 
‘defence of the Soviet Union’. This brought an outcry from his 
erstwhile disciples: ‘Has Trotsky become Stalin’s apologist?! 
Does he want us to become Stalin’s stooges?!’ ‘No, Comrade 
Trotsky, . . .’, Burnham replied, ‘we will not fight alongside tlu^ 
G.P.U. for the salvation o(' the counter-revolution in the 
Kremlin.’*^ 

Words like tliese echoed the language IVotsky liiinself had 
used in connexion with the Great Purg(\s, when he called on 
‘(wery honest man’ to exj^ose the murderous G.P.U. plots, and 
to ‘burn out with iron the cancer of Stalinism,' and wlnai he 
inveighed against thos(‘ ‘friends of the Soviet Union’ who, in the 
name of the sacrosanct interests of tlu‘ woi kers’ state, condoned 
Stalin's crimes. True, ev('n in the hcxit of the most fuiious pole- 
mics, he had always reiterated that, despite everything, he and 
his followers wendd defcaid unconditionally tiic U.S.S.R. against 
all foreign enemies. But tjuile a few^ of his followers had treated 
these declarations as merely hufa^wi dc parLcr] and they w ere 

1 Trotsky’s comiuentancs on the Finnish wai appeal f cl lu y\rrieriean and British 

newspapers; and he suniiiied nj) his view in an article ‘Stalin Alter tlic Finnish 
Experience’ written in March The Archives. 

2 In Defence of Marxism, pp. 56-59 and passim. 

3 The controversy was conducted within the S.W.P., in its Internal Bulletin (which 
published the resolutions of the Majority and of the Minority in Dec ember 1939) 
and finally in the New International. 
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dismayed to find that he meant what he had said. They charged 
him with inconsistency, duplicity, even betrayal. They searched 
liis reasonings and arguments for the loose threads that could 
be found in them; and out of these threads they spun their own 
theories. Had Trotsky not said that ‘internationally’ Stalinism 
was only a factor of reaction and counter-revolution? How 
could he now dwell on the ‘progressive and revolutionary con- 
sequences’ of Stalinist expansion in eastern Europe? When they 
spoke about the Soviet Union’s ‘new class’ and bureaucratic 
collectivism, he reproached them with abandoning Marxism 
and said that it was preposterous to speak of any new mode of 
exploitation in a country where the means of production were 
nationalized. Yet had he himself not declared that if within the 
next few years socialism were to fail in the West, bureaucratic 
collectivism would supersede capitalism as the new and uni- 
versal system of exploitation ? If bureaucratic collectivism was 
conceivable as the new, universal system of exploitation, why 
was it inconceivable as the national system of the U.S.S.R. ? 
In saying that if the working classes of the West did not 
overthrow capitalism by the end of the Second World War, 
Marxism and socialism would be bankrupt- he knocked 
all his followers on the head.^ 4"hcy had watched so many 
of his prophecies come true that they were not inclined to 
take this prophecy lightly. The faithful and naive among his 
disciples spent the next few years looking for the signs of revolu- 
tion in the West and having visions of revolution. 'I’he sceptics 
and cynics concluded (at once or somewhat later) that on 
Trotsky’s own showing Marxism and socialism were already 
bankrupt; and that the epoch of bureaucratic collectivism — 
had set in. Burnham was tlic first lo dot the i’s. He had 
been a ‘good Bolsh(wik-Leninisf , even a ‘fierce enemy of 
American imperialism’, as long as he felt that h(' was 
riding the tide of history. But having, with Trotsky’s un- 
witting assistance, convinced himself that the managerial class 
was riding it, he hastened to cast off the ideological ballast 
of Marxism and to proclaim the advent of the managerial 

^ ‘Some comrades evidently were surprised’, Trotsky reinaiked, ‘that I spoke in 
my article of the ystem of “bureaucratic collectivism” as a theoretical possibility. 
They even discovered in this a complete revision of Marxism.* In Defence of Marxism, 
p. 30. 
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revolution.^ Shachtman accepted Burnham’s prognosis; but 
being more strongly attached to Marxism, he viewed the pros- 
pect with grief rather than exhilaration ; and he tried to fit it 
in with the wreckage of his earlier beliefs.^ 

In terms of the new Trotskyism which they had culled from 
The Revolution Betrayed^ Burnham and Shachtman used fairly 
strong arguments; and both now claimed to defend Trotskyism 
against Trotsky himself. ‘Then I am not a Trotskyist’, the 
master replied paraphrasing Marx.^ But to counter their argu- 
ments he had to disavow, at least implicitly, his own polemical 
exaggerations and excesses. ‘The comrades arc* very indignant 
about the Stalin-Hitlcr Pact’, he said in a letter. ‘'Phis is com- 
prehensible. They wish to get revenge on Stalin. Very good. 
But today we are weak, and we cannot immediately overthrow 
the Kremlin. Some comrades try then to find a purely verbal- 
istic satisfaction: they take away from the U.S.S.R. the title 
Workers’ State, as Stalin deprives a disgraced functionary of 
the Order of Lenin. I find it, my dear friend, a bit childish. 
Marxist sociology and hysteria are absolutely inaxoncilable.’* 
After all he had bulfered at Stalin’s hands, nothing distressed 
him more than to see th(' judgement of his own disciples 
clouded by Stalin()])lio})ia ; and to his last breath h(‘ pleaded 
with them ‘against hysteria’ and foi ‘objective Marxist think- 

Hie AiiKM-ican Trotskyists had split into a ‘majority’ which, 
led by James P. Cannon, accepted 1 rotsky’s view, and a ‘minor- 
ity’ which followed Burnham and Shachtman. 'J'rotsky urged 
all of them to exercise tact and tolerance; and while he encoui- 
aged the ‘ Cannon ites’ to conduct the argument against Burn- 
ham and Shachtman vigorously, he also warned them that 
Stalinist agents in their ranks would seek to exacerbate tin' 
C[uarrel; and he advised them to allow the minority to express 
itself freely and even to act as an organised faction within the 
S.W.P. ‘If someone should propose , , , to expel comrade Burn- 

1 See Bunihairi’i. ‘Science and Style (A Reply to Comrade Trotsky)’ (reprinted 
as Appendix in Tiotsky’s In ])i fence of Marxism). ‘The Politics of Desperation’ in 
New JnlcnialwnaL Maich-Apid njpi, and 7 iie Manai^er lal Revolution. 

2 Shaclilman’s ‘The Crisis of the American Tarty — An r)pcn Letter to Trotsky’ 
and ‘The U.S.S.R. and the War’ also a})peaicd first in the Internal Bulletin and 
then in New International of March- April 1940. 

2 'Trotsky, op. cit., p. iGt 3 . Ibid , p. 23. 
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ham’, he gave notice, ‘I would oppose it energetically.’^ Even 
after the minority had held its own National Convention, 
Trotsky still counselled the majority not to treat this as an 
excuse for expulsions. 

Th(‘ minority, however, of its own accord constituted itself as 
a new party and appropriated The New Interjiational, the 
‘theoretical monthly’ of the S.W.P. Almost at once the new 
party also split, for Burnham broke with it, declaring that ‘of 
the most important beliefs, which have been associated with the 
Marxist movement, whether in its reformist, Leninist, Stalinist, 
or Trotskyist variants, there is virtually none which I accept in 
its traditional form. I regard these beliefs as cither false, or 
obsolete, or meaningless. . . This was a startling confession 
coming as it did from someone who had been a leading Trotsky- 
ist these last yeai s. Only a few weeks earlier Burnham and his 
friends had felt offended by Trotsky’s remarks about his ‘un- 
Marxist’ MTiy of thinking, ‘On the ground of beliefs and 
interests. . .’, Burnham now stated, T have for several years had 
no real place in a Marxist party.’- Whether this was true or not, 
whether the future author of The Managerial Revolution was 
merely trying to make his ideological somersault appear less 
indecently sudden, or whether he had in fact only posed as a 
zealous Marxist and Leninist all these years, nothing that 
I’rotsky said against him was even remotely as devastating as 
was Burnham's present picture of himself. After the event 
Trotsky was not sorry to lose so dubious a ‘disciple’ whom he 
had characterized in private letters with epithets of which 
‘intellectual snob’ is the mildest.*^ He expected others to follow 
in Burnham’s footsteps: ‘Dwight Macdonald is not a snob, but a 
bit stupid. . . . [He] will abandon the party just as Burnham 
did, but possibly because he is a little lazier, it will come later.’ 
He was, hem^ever, truly saddenc'd by the break wdth Shacht- 
man, for whom he had a soft spot, even though he was often 
annoyed by his ‘clownishness’, ‘superficiality’, &c. Their con- 
nexion dated back to Shachtman’s visit to Prinkipo early in 
1929; and it had become close through many subsequent 


’ Ihid., pp. 97, 101, and fmsstm. 

2 Burnham’s luKcr of resignation is appended to Jn Defence oj Marxist?}, pp. 
■jo7^ II. 

'T his epithet ai^peaib also in In Defence uj Marxism, p. 18 1. 
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meetings, letters and proofs of Shacht man's devotion. In die 
present fight between the factions Trotsks , ofcourst', supported 
Cannon, but on personal grounds he * (ell miicli closer to 
Shachtman. If I could do so , he wrote to liini at the lieight of 
the conO'ovcrsy, ‘I would immediately lake an aei oplane to N(‘w 
York City in order to discuss Avith you for forty-eight or seventy- 
two hours uninterruptedly. I regret very much that you do not 
feel . . . th(^ need to come here to discuss the (Questions with me. 
Or do you? I should be happy.’^ 

The split might be said to have ruined the Fourth Inter- 
national, if so shadowy an organization could be ruined at all. 
Trotsky tiusted that after th(‘ exit of the 'petty bourgeois and 
careerist elements’, the S.W.P. would strike deeper roots in the 
American wwking class. This was not to happen: the S.W.P. 
remained a tiny chapel, the members of' wliich were zealously 
devoted to the letter of Trotsky’s teaching, and later to his 
memory, but which w'as never able to acquire' any political 
weight; w’hile its rival, Shachtman's group, devoid even of 
such virtues as may keep tlu‘ feeblest of'secls alive for decades, 
renounced more and more of its 'Tiotskyism’ until it crumbled 
away and v<mishcd.- Tiotskyist gioups in otlicr counliK's v\(‘rc 
also affected, lor everywhere, but csjiecially in Fi.inee', quite' a 
few incinbers <iccc])t('ci Burnham’s e)i Sliai htman’s views. 

^J'hus at his sunse t Trotsky w'aUhcd l()i' tlu' last time the^ rex k 
he rolled up his dreary mountain rolling down the slojx* again. 


On February 1940 Trotsky wrote his tcstamenl. He had 
drafted several brief w ills earlier, but he had deme so for legal 
purposes only, to ensuie that Natalya and/or J^yova inhe'rited 
the copyright on his books. U’he present document was Ijis real 
last will and testament; every line of it was pt'jrneated by his 
sense of' the appioacliing end. In writing it he supposed, how- 
ever, that he might die a natuial death or commit suic ide— he 
did not think of dying at the' hand of an assassin. 'My high fand 
still rising) blood pressure' is deceiving tlicjsc^ near me about my 
^ Ibid., j). 64. 

2 Stiachtman and his group have since foirnally and talegorically renounced 
every connexion widi Trotskvisni and I.cninisni and joined die Social Democratic 
gioup led bv Norman Xliomas, whose mnneiid on American poliln s lias also hei'ii 
negligilile. 
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actual condition. I am active and able to work. But the end is 
( vidcntly near." Yet in the course of the six months which he still 
had before him, his lu'alth, despite the usual ups and downs, was 
not so bad as to justify this gloomy foreboding. In a postscript, 
dated 3 March, he repeated: ‘. . . at present I feel ... a surge of 
spiritual energy because of the high blood pressure; but this 
will not last long.’ He suspected that he was in an advanced 
stage of arteriosclerosis and that his doctors weie hiding the 
truth from him. Iwidently, Lenin’s last illness and protracted 
paralysis often came to his mind; and he declared that rather 
than suffer such agony, he would commit suicide or, to put it 
more accurately, ‘cut short . . . the too slow process of dying’. 
Yet he hoped that death would come to him suddenly, through 
a brain hemorrhage, for ‘this would be the best possible end 1 
could wish for’.^ 

Unwittingly he inodclh'd his testament to some extent on 
Lenin’s. Both documents consist of the main tewts and post- 
scripts added a few days later. In content, however, they reflc'ct 
all the striking contrast of characters and circumstances. 
Lenin’s will is absolutely imj)ersonal. He gave it the form of a 
letter to the forthcoming party congress; and he did not say el- 
even hint that he was writing it with his approaching death in 
mind. Although he too was tormentcxl by the- gravest dilemmas, 
he felt no need to make ol his will a credo^ knowing full well that 
his principles and beliefs would b(‘ taken for granted. His mind 
was occupied exclusively with the crisis in Bolshevism (which 
he knew his death would precipitate), and with the nuxins and 
ways to prevent it. He told the party what he thought about the 
virtues and the failings of every one of its top leaders; he sub- 
mitted to it his scheme for the reorganization of the Central 
Committee; and he advised the Committee' to remove' Stalin 
from the post of the Geneial Secretary. To his last breath he 
remained, in his whole bedng, the chief e)f a great movement. 
Trotsky’s testament on the other hand is intensely personal. He 
states briefly that there is no need for him to refute Stalin’s 
'stupid and vile slander’ for there is ‘not a single spot’ on his 
revolutionary honour; and that a new ‘revolutionary generation 
will rehabilitate the political honour’ ol' himself and of thou- 
sands of other victims. In a single sentence he thanks friends 

’ 'J he Archives', and Trotsky s Diary in Exile^ pp. 139-41, 
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and followers who kept faith with him in his most difficult 
hours; but he offers them no advice — the testament contains 
not a single mention of the Fourth International. About half 
the text is devoted to Natalya: 

In addition to the liappiness of being a fighter for the cause of 
socialism, fate gave me the happiness of being her husband. During 
almost forty years of our common life she has remained an in- 
exhaustible source of love, magnanimity, and tenderness. She has 
undergone great sufferings . . . but I find some comfort in the fact 
that she has also known days of happiness. 

He interrupts tliis tribute to her with a pioii'ssion of I'aith: 

For forty-tlnee years of m\ conscious life I have been a revolu- 
tionary; and lor forl^-two I have fought under the baniK'r of 
Alarxism. If I vv('ie to l)egin all over again, I would . . . try to avoid 
making this or that inistak(\ but the main course of my life would 
remain unchanged. T shall die a pioletarian i evolutional y, a 
Alarxist, a dialectical materialist, and consequently an irrecon- 
cilable atheist. Afy faitli in the communist future of mankind is 
not less ardent, indeed it is firmer lodav, than it was in the days 
of my youth. 

.Vs he penned tliese lines he lookt'd out of the windowg saw 
Natalya approaching the house, and the sight of Ikt stirred 
him to conclude with this poetic passage: 

Natasha has just come up to the window fioin the courtyard and 
ojjcned it wider so tliat tlic air may enter more freely into my 
room. I can see the blight gieen strij) of grass beneath the wall, and 
the clear l)luc sky above the wall, and sunlight (werywhere. Life 
is lieautiful. Let the future generations cleanse' it of all evil, oppn's- 
sion, and violence, and enjoy it to llie full. 

In an addendum lu* bequeathed to Natalya his liteiary 
riglits and started another paragraph with the words: 'In case 
we both die. . . but he did not finish the sentence and l(‘ft a 
blank. In the tiostsciipt of 3 Match he went again into the 
nature of his illness and recorded that lu* and Natalya liad 
more than once agreed that it was preferabh' to commit suicide 
rather than allow old age to turn out' into a physical wreck. ‘I 

reserve the right to determine for myst'lf the time of my death 

But whatever may b(' the circumstance s ... I shall die with un- 
shake n faith in the cximmunist futine. Lliis faith in man and in 
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his future gives me even now such power of resistance as cannot 
be given by any religion.’^ 

iiy now Slalin had decided that he could no longer allow Trot- 
sk> lo live. This may seem strange. Wliat, it might be asked, 
Jiad iie still to fear? Had he not exterminated all of Trotsky’s 
adhei ents and even their families so that no avenger should 
rise' ? And what could Trotsky, from the other end of the woi ld, 
alone undertake against him? A few years earlier Stalin might 
liave feared that Trotsky could place himself at the head of a 
new communist movement abi*oad; but did he not realize now 
that the Fourth International had come to nothing? 

The fact remains that Stalin was not reassured. He could not 
bring himself to believe that his violence and terror had indeed 
accomplished all that he wanted, that the old Bolshevik 
Atlantis had really vanished. He scrutinized the faces of the 
multitudes that acclaimed him, and he guessed what terrible 
hatred might be hidden in their adulation. With so many 
existences destroyed or biokcn up and with so much discontent 
and despair all around him, ^vho could say what the unforesee- 
able shocks of war might not bring? Might not y\tlantis some- 
how' le-cmerge, with newv denizens, but with the old defiance? 
And even if the Fourth International was quite impotent now, 
who could say how the cataclysms of war might change th(,‘ 
political landscape, wdiat mountains they might not flatten and 
what hillocks they might not raise into mighty peaks? All the 
prospects that were so real to lYotsky in his hopes were equally 
real to Stalin in his fears; and Trotsky alive was their supreme 
and never-resting agent. He remained the mouthpiece of 
Atlantis, still uttering all its undying passions and all its battle 
cries. At evciy critical turn, when the inglorious Finnisli cam- 
paign came to an end, when Hitler occupied Noiway and Den- 
mark, and when iMTincc collapsed, his voice rose fi orn bc'yond 
the ocean to thunder on the consequences of these disasters, on 
Stalin's blimdcis that had helped to bring them about, and 
on the mortal perils threatening the Soviet Union. True, his 
indictments, condemnations, and warnings, did not reach the 
Soviet people; but they appeared in AmciTcan, British, and 
other newspapers; and as the war spread to the East, they 

^ The Archives and Toisky's Diary in Exile, pp. iSQ-ii. 
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might, in the turmoil and confusion of military defeats and 
retreats, penetrate there too. 

At the end of April 1940 Trotsky addressed to ‘Soviet 
workers, peasants, soldiers, and sailors’ a message entith'd ‘You 
are being Deceived’. It is said that a leaflet with the message was 
smuggled into theU.S.S.R. by sympathetic sailors; but it must 
be doubted wlu'ther the message ever ie:u-h(‘d its destination,^ 
Still, every sentence in it was dynamite. 'Your n('wsj)ap('rs', he 
told the Soviet workers and soldiers, ‘aie ti'lling you lies in the 
inteiest ofCain-Stalin and his depiaved commissars, sec ietarii's, 
and Cl.P.U.-men.’ ‘Your bureaucrac\ is blcxKlthirsty and ruth- 
less at home, but canvaidly vis-a-vi}> the im])eria]isl pow eis.’ 
Stalin's infamies were lobbing the Soviet I'nion of symjKithy 
abroad, isolating it, and sliengtliening its eneiiiiivs; iliese 
infamies were 'the main source of dangi r to llu* Sovit't LInion’. 
He called the workers and soldiers ‘nevea* to surrender to the 
world bourgeoisie' the nationalized iiuhistiy and tlu* collec- 
tivized economy, because upon this foundation th(') could still 
build a new and Inippiei society’. 'It i^ tin' duty oJ n'volution- 
aries to defend tooth and nail ev(‘iy ])osition gaiin'd by the 
working class . . . democratic rights, wage scales, and an 
achievement as colossal as the nationalization ol'the means of 
production and a planned economv.' l>nt these' 'conrjiu'sts’ of 
the October levcdution would benelil tlie pi'ople only il' llrey 
proved themselves capable of dealing with tin* Stalinist bureau- 
cracy as they had once dealt willr tire Tsarist bm eauciacy. 
No, Stalin could not allow 'fVotsky’s voice to go on summoning 
irrsiuTection. 

Severvil Jorniei (i.P.U. olhceis and I'orergn communists have* 
since described how the linal assault on dfolsky was pu'pai'ed.^ 
At the* end of the Spanish Cavil War', (i.JMh agc'ucic s special- 
ized in the 'liquidation of Trotskyism' wt'rc' ti ansli'i r('d to 
Mexico. Mexican Stalinists did what tlu^y could to whip up 

’ I am quoliJLg tlic lc\t, cl.ilcc! 23 Ajiril 1940, Irom 1 /ir Archive'.. Aboiil lliis liriu- 
shortl> bHorcthcCIriTua:! ins umoh of Norway, Waller Held, the CbTiiiaii 'I'rotskyi, si, 
left dial coiiiiliy, Ji<jpiiig t<Mca(h Anieut a via ihc U.S.S. K. anrJ jaiiaii. Jai route, 
howevci, v.unsliLd willuait liacc*. He was almost ceitaiuly aiiest<.d and 
»;xc(ii1ed 111 the LhS.S.U. It is jmssibh , but not very probcdilc, lliat lie tried to 
(X)uvcy 'J’lotsky’s message to pco])lc 111 tlie U.S.S.R. 

^ Si r, c.g., liudciu, lliis i\ my Story, pp. 257 63; and Orlov’s deposition quoted 
above. 
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mass hysteria against ‘the traitor sheltering at Coyoacan’. Day 
in, day out, they accused him not only of plotting against 
Stalin, but of conspiring, in the interest of the American oil 
magnates, against Cardenas, and preparing a general strike 
and a fasc ist coup d'etat in Mexico. Even so, at the beginning of 
the year 1940 Moscow charged the leaders of the Mexican 
Communist party with adopting ‘a conciliatory attitude to- 
wards Trotskyism’; and these leaders were demoted. The anti- 
dVotskyist campaign rose to a new pitch ; and a minor blunder 
committed by Trotsky himself provided grist to his enemies. 
]ust before the end of the year 1939 he agreed to go to the 
United States and appear as witness before the so-called Dies 
Committee of the House of Representatives, a body which 
carried out ‘investigations into un-American activities’ (and 
which did this in a manner anticipating the witch-hunts con- 
ducted by Senator McCarthy in the nineteen-fifties). Senator 
Dies, chairman of the Committee, demanded the suppression of 
the American Communist party on the ground that it was the 
agency of a foreign power. Trotsky intended to use the Com- 
mittee as a forum from which he would expose the G.P.U.’s 
murderous activities directed against himself and his followers. 
But he made it clear beforehand that he would speak up against 
the suppression of the Communist party and would call the 
workers of the world to turn world war into world revolution. 
Nothing came of the plan, partly because I’rotsky’s own fol- 
lowers, especially Burnham, strongly objected to it; and partly 
because the Dic'S Committee, forewarned about the kind of 
deposition Trotsky was ready to mak(', did not wish to hear 
him; and the American Government refused him the entry visa. 
Yet whatever the terms on which he had intended to appear 
before the Committee, the mere fact that he had been walling to 
do so made it easy for the Slalinists to accuse him of ‘intriguing 
with Dies and the oil magnates against the Mexican people’. 
On I May 1940, 20,000 uniformed communists marched 
through Mexico City with the slogan ‘Out with Trotsky’ on 
th(‘ir banners. He replied with denials, published his corres- 
pondence concerning the Dies Committee, and asked for an 
official Mexican inquiry into the matter.^ President Cardenas 

1 ‘Why did T agree to appear before the Dies Committee?’ Trotsky’s statements 
to the Tress of ii and 12 Dcccmbei lyyy. Ihe Archives. 
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shrugged off the Stalinist accusations; yet these had made an 
impression; and Trotsky's well-wishers wondered whether he 
would not be deprivc'd of asylum, especially if Cardenas were 
to lose at tlie forthcoming elections. 


At this time the assassin already stood at the* gate of the house 
at Avenida Vicna. This \vas the man who had, in the summer of 
1938, introduced himself as Jacques Mornard, the son of a 
Belgian diplomat, to Sylvia Agelof, the American InUskyist 
who was present at the founding conference ol the fourth 
International. What his real name was lias not yet been offici- 
ally established, although it seems quite certain that he w^as 
Ramon Mercader, the son of CiUridad Mcrcader, a Spanisli 
communist well known in her country during the civil war Diler 
alia for her close connexions with th<‘ (i.P.U. Mornard s meet- 
ing with Sylvia Agelof in Paris wtis not accidental; it had been 
carefully preairangcd. G.P.U. agents had for some time past 
watched Sylvia and her sister: both weie liotskyists; and 
Sylvia’s sister traviiled occasionally as (ouriei to C'oyoacan and 
did secretai'ial w^ork for Trotsky. As to Sylvia, she had studied 
philosophy under Sichu'y Hcjok and ])s\aiiology at (.olumbia 
LIniveisity; sh(‘ knew Russian, French, and S|)anish, and could 
be especially helplul to the '‘Old Man, who so oft(‘n ( omj^laiiu d 
that h(‘ was ‘paralys<Ml at work’ bei aus<‘ ol tin* lack ol a Russian 
secretary. A kaieh spinster of ratliei unattractive ajijx'ai aiua*, 
she found herself all (ff a sudden assiduously com ted by the 
handsome and wail-groomed Mornard. She suca uml)ed, and 
spent with him several absenl-mindc'd, dit am-like months in 
France. Now' and tlicai she was puzzled by his behaviour. He 
exhibited so complete a lack of any int('ia‘st in politii s th<it this 
seemed to amount to an indolence ol mind, quite sinpiising in 
the educated ‘son of a diplomat’. H(‘ had impenetrably obscure 
connexions in commeice and journalism; even his lainily back- 
ground was enigmatic. The stories he told her about hi ms( 11 
were odd, even incoherent; and he spent lavishly, as il fiom a 
horn of plenty, on feasts and amusianents. 

In February 1939, Sylvia Agelof returned to the States. In 

1 M. Craipcau, ‘J’ai curinu I’assassiii dc I'loLsky’, Frame-Ob^ervalfUT, uj May 
19G0. 
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Srptembci hr joiiu cl her in New York. Again she was somewhat 
j)ei plexecl by his behaviour. He had given hci- notice that lie 
would conic to the States as the American correspondent of a 
lielgiaii newspaper; instead he ariived with a false Canadian 
])assport, assume d llic name of Frank Jacson, and said that he 
had done this in order to avoid military service in Belgium. He 
claimed that he had never been in New York before; yet he 
knew his way about the City like someone familiar with the 
place. But to any puzzled ctucry he had a plausible answer; and 
as he nevia- dropped his role of playboy and bon vivem\ he 
aroused not a shred of political suspicion. The worst she could 
reproach him with was frivolity and a penchant for fanfaron- 
ade. She tried to improve him and to get him interested in 
Trotskyism; but he invariably met these attempts with a 
closed mind and a bored face. And so, when soon after his 
arrival in New York, he told h(‘r that he was going to Mexico as 
sales agent or manager of an import-export lirm, she found 
nothing strange in this; and when he urged her to join him in 
Mexico, she eagi*rly consented. 

tie was in Mexico before the middle of October; she came in 
January. She went at once* to worship at the shrine in the 
Avenida Viena- she ( ci tainly d(‘livered there* messages from 
American 'IVotskyists. She soon icturned to help with secie- 
tarial work. ‘Jacson’ usually diovi* her to the Avenida Viena in 
his expensive car; and, when her work was done, he awaited 
her at the gate. 'Flu* guards came to know him and often 
chattid with him. Yf^i for several montlis he nevei ventured 
into the compound. (He still pretended to have only a condes- 
cending smile for Sylvia's political activities; but just to please 
her he began to show a little more curiosity about them.) At 
the gate he ran into Alfred and Marguerite Rosnier w^ho pre- 
sently became familiar with him as the 'obliging young man’, 
'Sylvia’s husband’. He invited them to dinners in Mexico City 
and took them out into the country on sightseeing trips. 

During the hours which he was supposed to work as a busi- 
ness agent, he kept in touch with G.P.U. men from whom he 
took orders and, it seems, with his mother who, according to 
sev(‘ral sources, was in Mexico then. Of these contacts of his 
Sylvia never had the slightest glimpse; he never brought his 
‘wife’ and Jiis mother togcthci'. Only sometimes he committed 
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an indiscretion that for a moment put even Sylvia on guard. 
He gave her the address of his business office; and this turned 
out to be fictitious. He apologized for the ‘mistake’ and gave 
her another address. Sylvia, remembering that lie* had made a 
similar ‘mistake’ in Paris once, was so worried that she asked 
Marguerite Rosmci’, a shrewd and observant person, to investi- 
gate the matter. However, the new address was found to be 
genuine; and even tiie Rosmers were so convinced that if there 
was anything slightly louche in Mornard-‘ Jacson’s" aifixirs it had 
nothing to do with politics, that no one tried to pry into the 
nature of his ‘business office’. (Only much later \vas it dis- 
covered that the same ‘office’ was used by various local Stalinist 
big-WTgs.) Sylvia was scrupulous enougli never to bring 
‘Jacsori’ into Trotsky’s home — she even told Trotsky tliat as her 
husband had come to Mexico on a false passjxort, liis visit 
might needlessly embarrass Trotsky. And wdien, in March, she 
left for New York, she took from ‘Jacsoii’ a formal promise 
that he would never in her absence enter tht' bouse in Avenida 
Viena. 

Soon thereafter, however, he did enter. Rosmer had fallen 
ill, and ‘Jacson’ was asked to take him to the Freiu h hospital in 
Mexico City; then to bring him back, to buy rm'dicines, &c. 
While chance thus smoothed his way, h(‘ was cautions enough to 
write to Sylvia and explain apologdically why he had ‘iDroken 
his promise’. And although he was now becoming inoie and 
more familiar with 'Protsky’s household, three more imaiths 
w ere to pass before he would meet Trotsky himself. 

It seems that so far ‘Jacson’ had not yet be»m assigned th<‘ job 
ol assassin. His task w^as rather to ie<'onnoitre th(‘ house, its lay- 
out and defences, to fen el out details of Tiolskys dail\ rouline, 
and to get any other information that might be usidid for a 
massive armed assault which others \s(‘re to carry out. 

The man in charge of this attack was to be David Alfaro 
Siqueiros, Rivera’s former fi'iend, the celebrated painter, com- 
munist, and leader of Mexican miiK'rs. The year befoie he had 
leturned from Spain, where he had commanded several 
brigades during the Civil War- he wnthduwv bom the fighting 
at the head of only tw^o or three score survivors. I’hat so einiiKUit 
and even heroic an artist should have agreed oi voluntet re el to 
become Trotsky’s murderer speaks volumes about the morals 
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of Stalinism in these years; but it was, of course, a national 
habit in Mexico to settle political accounts gun in hand. In 
Siqueiros art, revolution, and gangsterism were inseparable — 
he had in himself much of the Latin American buccaneer. In 
Spain he had entered into a close conm xion with the G.P.U. 
and, some say, with the Mercader family. Yet, despite the 
zealous services he had rendered, the Communist party had 
censured him recently for a misdemeanour in his handling of 
party funds. He was hurt and eager to regain favour by a con- 
spicuous and hazardous act of devotion. He worked out the 
plan of an armed raid on Trotsky’s home, and for its execution 
he called on men who had fought under him in Spain, and on 
Mexican miners.^ 

At Avenida Viena everyone had lived in the expectation of 
such an attack. Reading the local Stalinist papers railing against 
him, Trotsky remarked: ‘People write like this only when they 
are ready to change the pen for the machine-gun.’ True, at 
the insistence of his American followers, the house had been 
fortified: heavily barred doors, electrified wires, automatic 
alarm signals, and machine guns were in the way of would-be 
assailants. The guards had been increased. Ten Mexican 
policemen were on duty outside and around the house. Inside, 
sentries kept w^atcli at the gate, day and night; and four or 
five men were at the ready in the guards’ quarters. No 
doubt some of the guards, American boys fiom middle- 
class homes and just out of college, were little suited for 
their duty; but this could not be helped: the few workers who 
were mcmbcis of the Trotskyist organization could rarely 
afford to give up jobs, leave families, and come to Cioyoacan. 
Men came and went — after a few months of the monotonous 
routine a member of the bodyguard easily became jaded, un- 
disciplined, and had to be replaced. It was therefore unavoid- 
able that now and then the sentry at the entrance door should be 
an inexperienced recruit. Rolx rt Sheldon tlarte, who was to be 
on duty on the night ol'the Siqueiros raid, had come from New 
York on 7 April. During his six weeks at C'oyoacaii his comrades 
and IVotsky himself found him a w^arm-hearted and devoted 

1 (rciieral L. A. S. Salazar, AlurfJer in Alexteo. (1 am obliged for some of the 
details about Siqueiros’s character and bJckgiouiKi to an American vviiter who 
knew him well in the nineteen-thirties.) 
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but rather gullible and feckless creature.^ Much later his com- 
rades were to recall that he had struck up a quick friendship 
with Mornard-‘Jacson’ and that they had often been seen 
going out together. Clearly, Trotsky’s security depended now on 
quite a few accidental circumstances. However, even these 
circumstances were not quite accidental, for they reflected his 
general situation, the heavy odds against him, and the extreme 
scantiness and the limitations of his following. 

On 23 May, Trotsky worked hard the whole day, went late 
to bed; and could not fall asleep until he took a sleeping pill. 
About 4 a.rn. a noise like the rattling of machine-guns awakened 
him. He was tired and drowsy and for a moment he thought 
that Mexicans outside were celebrating with fircwc)rks one of 
thear uproarious religious or national holidays, but Hlu* explo- 
sions were too close, right here within the room, next to me and 
overhead. The odour of gunpowder became more acrid, more 
penetrating . . . we were under attack’.^ Natalya had already 
jumped out of bed and shielded him with her body. A moment 
later, under a hail of bullets, she pushed him do\vn to the floor, 
into a corner between the bed and the wall; and, pulled by 
him, she W('nt down herself, again cover ing him with her body. 
Silent and motionless, they lay in the darkness, while unseen 
assailants kept the room under a steady crcjss-fne coming 
thiough windows and doors. Pei haps 200 shots ^vere fired; a 
Jiundred fell on and n(‘ar the beds over seventy holes W(*re 
lat('r counted in walls and doors. Natalya laised hei sell a hlth*, 
he dragged her down again; and again ihc'y lay williout stil- 
ling, breathed the gunpowder, and woiuhaed what had hap- 
pened to the guards and the police outside. 

Suddenly a high-])itched cry ‘Cfiandpa! came Irom bc'hind a 
wall or door. The attackers had broken into Sewa’s bi clroom. 
•The voice of' the child', 'Trotsky said lain, bcinains tli(‘ most 
tragic recollection of that night.’ ^'This dv’, Natalya recalls, 
‘chdled us to the marrow.’ Then silence! fell. ‘They have 

' Troiskv relates tlial shortly after Sheldon’s airival he saw him away the 

key to the Iront gate of the house to one ot the liuiklcrs working tliere Ciotsky 
warned him not to do this and said: ‘If you bihavc like this, you will in ease ol an 
attack be its first victim.’ Trotsky’s statement on Sheldon ol 15 July 194^). 1 he 

Ar( hives. ^ 1 .1 

2 Trotsky s account of the event, written on 8 June 1940, appeared posthum- 
ously under the title ‘Stalin Seeks my Death’ in Fourth International, August 1941. 



4 [u> THE PROPHET OUTCAST 

kidnappe d him’, Trotsky whispered. As in a dream Natalya saw 
a man’s silhouette which was illumined by the flare of an in- 
cendiary bomb exploding in the child’s room, ‘the curve of a 
helmet, shining buttons, an elongated face’. The man stopped 
at tlie doorstep between the Trotskys’ bedroom and the child’s, 
as if to check whether there was any sign of life and, though 
tliere seemed to be none, he fired another volley at the beds and 
vanished. The shooting now resounded through the courtyard, 
and the child’s bedroom was on fire. Seva was not there — amid 
the flames a thin trail of blood could be seen leading out into 
the patio. ‘Then all was silence . . . unbearable silence’, Natalya 
recalled. ‘ “Where can I hide you safely?” [she was thinking] I 
was losing my strength from the tension and the hopelessness. 
Any moment now, they will return to finish him.’ Where were 
all the members of the household, the Rosrners, the secretaries, 
the guards, the police? Were they all killed? ‘. . . we felt the 
stillness of tlie night, like the stillness of the grave, of death 
itself. . . . And suddenly there came again the same voice, the 
voice of our grandson ; but this time it came from the patio and 
sounded quite differently, ringing out like a staccato passage of 
music, bravely, joyously : “Al-fred ! Mar-guc-ritc !” It returned us 
to the living!’ Seva had saved himself also by hiding under his 
bed; and even before the shooting had ceased, thinking that his 
grandparents were dead, he went out with a wound in his toe, 
to look for the Rosmcis.^ 

Wilhin a few minutes the liousehold assc inbled in the patio. 
No one had been killed or seriously wounded, 'hhe guards were 
still so dazed that they had not even checked what had hap- 
pened to the poli(’e outside. Trotsky rushed out into the stieet 
and found the sentries disarmed and ti(‘d up. Brief, lapid, 
excited accounts: just before 4 a.m. over twenty men, in police 
and army unil'orms, surprised the sentri(\s and overpowered 
them witliout firing a shot. Then the assailants, led by a ‘major’, 
approached the gate; and one of fliem spoke to Robert Sheldon 
11 arte who was on duty. The latter at once opened the gate. 
T-’lic attackers rushed into the courtyard, surprised and terror- 
ized the other guards, placed machine guns behind trees at 
various points opposite Trotsky’s bedroom, took up other 
positions, and opened fire. I’hcy wTre obviously out to kill 

1 Natalya Sedova in Vie et Alort de Leon Trotsky, pp. 309-10. 
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Trotsky and his family — they aimed not a single shot at 
anyone (dsc. The raid lasted twenty minutes. Convinced 
that neither I'rotsky nor his wife and grandchild could have 
survived, the raideis withdrew, throwing incendiary grenades 
into the house and a powerful bomb (which failed to explode) 
into the patio. Some left in two cars which belonged to 
Trotsky and usually stood in the yard ready to depart at a 
moment’s notice, with the ignition keys in the locks. Sheldon 
disappeared with the raiders. The policemen, who had seen 
him, maintained that he had put up no resistance, but that 
two of the raiders had led him out, holding him hist by the 
arms. 

Relief and joy at the ‘miraculous escape’ were the first 
emotions; and Trotsky’s sense of irony was aroust'd. It amused 
him to see that so heavy an attack, so laboriously mounted, 
should have failed so miserably only because lie, Natalya, and 
the child had, in th('ir utter helplessness, done the only thing 
they could do and thrown themselves under their beds! Now 
Stalin and his agents stood exposed and covered with ridicule! 
There could be no doubt for whose' bench 1, at whose instigation, 
and by whose ordeis tlie raid had been carried out. But with 
the exhilaration and the triumjihant irony there mingled some 
perplexity. How hiiniliar the raiders had Ix'cn with the layout 
and the defences ol tli(' little fortress - they ('ven knew that they 
could drive away in their victim’s cars! How had Sheldon come 
to let them in, apjxnamtly without In'silation? He was feckless 
and gullible; but suu'ly l)ef(jre Ik' o{K‘n(‘d the gate, he must 
have been a])proached by soineom whom lu' trusted and whose 
voice he knew? Who was it? Or liad t!ie raidc'rs cliinb(‘d into 
iht eourtyaid over the high walls and (lee ti ili(‘d wires? Why 
then did they abducl Sheldon fwliom they must eiiUiinly be' 
going to kill)? 

Within half an horn Clolonel Salazar, ( hief of the Alc'xican 
Secret Police', Avas on the spot ; and this is how he describes the 
scene 'd '1 asked to see Trotsky, who sejon arrived accompanie'.d 
by his wife . . . |he) was in pyjamas, over which he had slipped 
a dressing-g(n\n. They greeted me with friendliness . . . but 
they preservTd a surprising calm. One might have thought that 
nothing had happened. . . . Trotsky smiled, with his eyes bright 

^ Salazar, ap. rit., pp. 6-10 



TJJI- i‘R()PIIE'J OUTCAST 


slioulcL now beivc engaged all their attention and aroused all 
(h('ir vigilance. 

A we ek after the attack, Trotsky, outraged by the suspicions 
directed towards himself and Rivera, protested to President 
Cardenas against the arrest of his two secretaries.^ Referring to 
wliat he knew {inter alia from Reiss and Krivitsky) about the 
workings of the G.P.U. in many countries, he demanded that 
tlic magistrate or the police interrogate the present and former 
General Secretaries of the Mexican Communist party and also 
Siqueiros and Lombardo Toledano. The President ordered the 
immediate release of Trotsky’s secretaries. But for some time 
yet the investigation followed wrong tracks; and Trotsky was 
busy refuting imputations made against him, defending his 
collaborators, and affirming the innocence of Robert Sheldon 
Harte. ‘If Harte’, he said, ‘had been a G.P.U. agent he could 
have stabbed me on the quiet’, without all the hubbub of a 
massive and sensational raid. In the meantime the police ap- 
prehended several of the raiders, who confirmed that Siqueiros 
had been their leader; and Siqueiros himself went into hiding.^ 
Finally, on 25 June, Salazar’s men dug out Sheldon Harte’s 
corpse from the grounds of a little farm outside Mexico City — 
the farmhouse had been rented by two well-known painters, 
both Stalinists. 

At 4 a.m., the hour when a month and a day earlier the raid 
took place, Salazar came with this news to Trotsky's house. 
The guards refused to awaken Trotsky; and so he ret urn cd to 
the farmhouse with one of the guards to identify the body. 

We arrived at tliefoot of the slope at dawn. The soaked eeirth made 
the ascent extraordinarily difficult. The body was lying on the 
stretcher where 1 had left it, outside the house. . . . Otto . . . 
immediately recognized his comrade. 

‘It was daylight when we arrived at San Angel. The corpse was 
placed in a courtyard. General Nunez arrived shortly afterwaids, 
and gave the order for it to be washed. Then he liad the guard 

1 Tjotsky’s to Pr(*s>idt*iit Cardenas of 31 May 1910. The Archives. 

“ Sala/ar, op. ciL, p. 184. Arrested on 4 October 1940, (after Trotsky’s assassi- 
nation), Siqueiros did not deny liis participation in tlic May raid, but niaintaincd 
tliat the* Coinniuuist Party had nothing to do with it; and tliat his purpose was 
not to kill Trotsky but to produce a ‘psy'^chological shock’ and to piotcst against 
'Trotsky’s picscnce. Released on bail, Siqueiros disappeared from Mexico for 
several years. 
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strnigthciiecl, for the news had spicad throughout tJu' town and 
inquisitive crowds began to anive. The foirnalilies finished, the 
magistrate left. 

All at once a movement occurred among the ciowxl. 

‘Trotsky! Trotsky!’ 

It was indeed he. Ten o’clock struck. The old Russian exile 
approached the body. He looked sad and depn^ssed. He stood for 
a long moment looking at his cx-sccretai y : his eyes wxrc filled 
with tears. This man luvd diiected a great revolution, had sur- 
vived bloody battles, had seen his friends and his family disafjpear- 
ing one by one, had remained unmoved by an attack which had 
almost cost him not only his, but his wile’s and gr.mdson's lives — 
and now he wxpt in silence.^ 

The enigma of Harte’s role was not deliniudy solved, liow'- 
ever. Salazar still maintained that Haite had been a Cj.F.lb 
agent; but that the G.P.U. killed him because they feared that 
h(‘ would fall into the hands of the M(‘xican police and talk too 
much. This supposition was partly conlirmed by eye-witnesses 
who said that they had seen HarU‘ moving around the fann- 
house freely and going out for walks without any guard or 
eseoit. Against this Tiotsky insisted that this was the t'ighth ol 
his seeredaries to perish and that all that he and his American 
(omrad(‘S knew of Haiie contiadiet^xl Salazars viasion.^ II(* 
siait a rnoving inessag(‘ of conduhaK c tt) tlu' vie tiin s pai'cnts and 
put up a placjue c oninieinoratiug ‘bob' opposite that plaepu* 
IVotsky’s own tombstone was soon to be laisexl. 

After May the mist ol doom hung still and sliding oven' 
the little fortress' at Avenida Viena. I’rom wee k to w('ek and 
jVom day to day another attack was expected, do Trotsky him- 
sedl'it was a freak of foi tune that he was still alive. H(‘ would get 
up in the morning and say to NataKa: ‘You see, they did not 
kill us last niglit, after all ; and you iwr still dissatislied.’ Once or 
twice he added pcnsi\ely: AYs, Natasha, we have* had a re- 
prieve. He remained as active and energetic as eveT, intei- 
vened in every phase' ejf the poliee' inve stigation, appe-anxl in 

1 Scila/ar, oj). cit., pP- 7 ^'- 77 - . , . ■ i i i i i 

Tiotsky listed the following secrcUiic^ uiul assisUints of Ijis who Ji.kI j)orisli(‘fl 

as victims of Stalinist vengeauc e Gla/man, Hutov, llhmikiii, Srnnuks, Posnansk>, 
Klcmient. and Whdl. Statunem ol 25 June 1940 in ’J he Archives. 

Nutaga Sed(»N a, ^Tak et(» hylo’, li O., n.. Man h i<)4i • ‘Mow U ha])pen(‘d\ 
Fourth International, May 
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th(* court, J'cplicd to never-ending calumny, commented on 
su( ]i ('vents as the capitulation of France and Molotov’s declara- 
tion of support to the Third Reich, and went on debating the 
position of the Negroes in the U.S.A., the tactics of revolution- 
ary defeatism, and so on. A group of American friends, who 
visited him before the middle of June, implored him to ‘go 
underground’, assume an incognito, and allow himself to be 
smuggled into the United States, where they were confident 
they could provide him with a safe clandestine retreat. He 
refused to listen to their entreaties. He could not, he said, skulk 
for his life and do his work furtively; he had to meet foe and 
friend in the open- his bare head had to endure the ‘hell-black 
night’ to the cnd.^ Reluctantly, he yielded to friends and to 
Mexican authorities who urged that the defences of his house be 
strengthened by higher concrete walls, new watch towers, 
armoured doors, and steel shutters on windows. He dutifully 
inspected tin* ‘fortification works’, suggested changes and 
improvements, but then shrugged with distaste: ‘This reminds 
me of the first jail 1 was in’, he remarked to Joseph Hansen, his 
secretary. ‘The doors make the same sound. . . . This is not a 
home; it is a medieval prison.’ ‘One day [Hansen saysj he 
caught me gazing at the new towers. His eyes twinkled in one 
of those warm, intimate smiles of his. . . . “Highly advanced 
civilization— that we must still make such constructions.” 

H e was indeed like a man awaiting th(' fatal day in the cem- 
demned cell — only that he was determined to make judicious use 
of every hour, and his irony and humour did not abandon him. 

He went on his last drives into the country over muddy, 
boulder-strewn roads; and his mind wandered back to Russia’s 
roads in the years of civil war. On this last trip ‘he slept much 
more than usual, as if he were exhausted and this were his first 
opportunity in a long time to rest. He relaxed in the seat beside 
me and slept from Cuernavaca almost to Ameccamecca, where 
the volcanoes, Popocatapetl and Ixtaccihuatl, the Sleeping 
Woman, gather great fleecy clouds about their white summits 
. . . we stopped beside an ancient hacienda with towering, 
strongly buttressed walls. The Old Man regarded the walls 
with interest: “A fine wall, but medieval. Like our own 

1 This has been related lo me by one of those who put the proposal to TTotsky. 

2 Joseph Ilaiiscii, ‘Witli Trotsky to the End’, Fourth International^ Oclobcv 1940. 
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prison,” In this description ‘medieval’, which so often came to 
his lips, he expressed not merely his repugnance for his own 
incarceration, but his sense that the world was relapsing from 
what might have been the age of progress and triumphant 
humanity into the savage cruelties of the Dark Ages; and that 
even he, by surrounding himself witli tun cts, buttresses, and 
ramparts, was somehow involved in the general backsliding. 
After the raid friends presented him with a bullet-proof vest; 
and even as he thanked them he could not hide his displeasure; 
he put the vest away and suggested that it would best be worn 
by the sentry on duty in the wateli tower. Mis secretaries 
repeatedly proposed to search visitors for concealed weapons 
and objected when he received strangers alone in liis study. 'He 
could not bear having his friends submit to search’, says 
Hansen. ‘No doubt he felt that in any ease this would be useless 
and could even give us a Iklse sense ol security ... a G.P.U. 
agent . . , would find some way of setting at nought what search 
we could make.’ He li owned when any oi'his bodyguards tried 
to he pres(‘nt while he talked with visitois, some ol wliom 'had 
personal problems [andj would not talk freely in the presence of 
a guard’.- 


It was on 28 May, a lew days after the raid, that the assassin 
came for the (irst time face to face with Trotsky. The (‘iicounter 
could not have* be en more casual. The Rosmers were; about to 
h'avc Mexico and board a ship at Ver*i Chu/; and ‘jacson’ had 
oflered to take them there in his car, pretending that h(‘ had t(; 
go to Vera Cm/ anyhow, on one of his r(\gulai busiiu'ss joui- 
neys. He came to fetch them eaily in the morning and was 
asked to wait in the courtyaid until they were j'eady. iVs h(‘ 
entered, he ran into I’lotsky, who was still at the hutchc's fecal- 
ing the rabbits. Without intcirupting his chores, Trotsky shook 
hands with the visitor. ‘Jacson’ bcdiaved with exemplaiy dis- 
cretion and amiability: he did not stare at the great man, try 
to engage him in conversation or hang around; he went instead 
to Seva’s room, gave the child a toy glidcir, and explained its 
working. At a hint from Trotsky Natalya then asked him to join 
the family and the Rosmers at the breakfast table.^ 

^ llatiscii, loc. cit. " HaiiM ii, luc, (tC. ^ Ibid. 
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yVflcr his return from Vera Cruz, ‘Jacson’ did not show himself 
at Avian’da Vicna for a fortnight. When he reappeared there on 
12 June, he came for a few minutes to say that he was going to 
J\( York and leaving liis car with the guards so tliat they might 
liave its use in his absence. He returned to Mexico a month 
later, but did not call at Avenida Viena for three weeks, until 
the Trotskys invited him and Sylvia to have tea with them on 
29 J uly. This was his longest visit — it lasted a little over an hour. 
According to the detailed records kept by the guards, he crossed 
the gate only ten times between 28 May and 20 August; and he 
saw Trotsky only twice or thrice. This was enough for him to 
survey the scene, to take the measure of his victim, and to put 
the finishing touches to his plan. He could not have behaved 
more unobtrusively, obligingly, innocuously; he came with a 
modest bouquet or a box of sweets for Natalya - -'gifts from 
Sylvia’. He offered, as an experienced Alpinist, to accompany 
Trotsky in climbing mountains; but he did not dwell on the 
offer or take it up. When he chatted with the guards, he threw 
out with familiarity the names of well-known Trotskyists of 
various nationalities so as to give the impression that he* was in 
and of the movement; en passant he mentioned his owm dona- 
tions to party funds. In Trotsky’s and Natalya’s presenci', how- 
ever, he behaved almost bashfully as befitted an outsider wdio 
was just being conveitcd into a ‘sympathizer’. This was the time 
of the split among the American Trotskyists. Sylvia had sided 
WTth Burnham and Shachtman ; but she was as w^dcome as ever 
at Avenida Viena -only when she and ‘Jacson’ were invited 
to tea there was a lively argument at table. ‘Jacson’ did not take 
part, but let it be understood that he wtis on Trotsky’s side, that 
lie agreed that the Soviet Union was a w'orkers’ state and had to 
be defended ‘unconditionally’. With the secretaries he was less 
reserved and he told them of the heated arguments he had about 
this with Sylvia. Yet he wtis careful not to appear over-zealous 
— had Trotsky not warned his Ibllowcrs that agents provocateurs 
in their midst would show trop de z^le and seek to exacer- 
bate' the quarrel.^ Well, ‘Jacson’ did nothing of tlic sort; 
he only tried judiciously to bi iiig Sylvia round to the right 
viewpoint. 

Yet even this mastei dissembler (who dining the twenty 
years of his imprisonment w^as to foil all investigatois, judges, 
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doctors, and psychoanalysts attempting to discover his real 
identity and his connexions) began to lose nerve as his deadline 
approached. He returned from New York, where he probably 
got the final briefing on his assignment, in a brooding mood. 
Usually robust and gay, he became nervous and gloomy; his 
complexion was green and pale; his lace twitched; liis hands 
trembled. He spent most of his days in bed, silent, shut up in 
himself, refusing to talk to Sylvia. Then he had fits of gaiety and 
garrulousness which startled Trotsky’s secretaries, lie boasted 
of his Alpinist exploits and of the physical strength which 
enabled him ‘to split a huge ice-block with a single blow of an 
ice-axe’. At a meal he demonstrated the ‘surgical skill’ of his 
hands by carving a chicken with unusual dexterity. (Months 
later those who witnessed this ‘demonstration’ recalled that he 
had also said that he had known Klement well, Klement whose 
dead body had been found dismembered with such ‘surgical 
skill’.) He talked of the ‘financial genius’ of his commercial 
‘boss’ and ofl'ered to carry out with him some operations on the 
Stock Exchange in order to help the Fourth International 
financially. One day, watching with Trotsky and Hansen the 
‘fortification works’ at Avenida Viena, he remarked that these 
were worthless because ‘in the next attack the G.P.U. would use 
quite a different method’; and asked what method that might 
be, he answered with a shrug. 

Members of the household were to recall these and similar 
incidents only three and four months later when they realizc'd 
how ominous they had been. For the time being tlu'y saw in 
them nothing worse than signs of ‘Jacsorrs' erratic temper. 
Trotsky alone, who knew him so little, became apprehensive. 
True, even he had defended ‘Jacson’ rather half-hcai teclly wlum 
someone said with indignation that ‘Jacson’, during his trip to 
New York, had not even called at the Trotskyist hcadquartcis 
there. Well, well, I’rotsky replied, Sylvia's husband was, of 
course, a flippant fellow who might never be of much use as a 
comrade, but perhaps he would improve -it took all sorts of 
people to make a party. But ‘Jacson’s’ talk about his ‘boss’, the 
‘financial genius’, and the Stock Exchange speculations he 
would undertake for the ‘movement’, made Trotsky bristle. 
‘These brief conversations’, says Natalya, ‘displeased me; Leon 
Davidovich was also struck by them. “Who is this very rich 
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‘hoss\^‘\ h(* said lo me. “Oik* sJiould find out. Il may, afti r all, 
be some prolitcxr ol'dic ikscisl type perhaps — it might be better 
for us not to receive Sylvia’s husband any more. . , ’ He had 

broken with Molinier who had also had his ‘financial plans’; 
but he had never had the slightest doubt about Molinicr’s 
jH)]itical sincerity; and he was quite willing to forgive him his 
ofleiices even now. But in ‘Jacson’ he sensed something sinister — 
was he perhaps connected with the fascists? Yet despite this 
vague intuition, he would not affront him without verifying 
the grounds for the distrust.^ 

On 17 August, ‘Jacson’ returned, saying that h(' had written 
an article against Burnham and Shachtman (with some refer- 
ences also to the situation in G(‘rman-occupied France) - 
would Tiotsky go over the draft and suggest corrections? He 
touched cunningly a sensitive chord in his victim, the urge to 
instruct and improve comrades and followers. Reluctantly but 
dutifully, Trotsky invited ‘Jacson’ to come with him to the study. 
There they remained alone and discussed the article. After only 
ten minutes 'Frotsky came out disturbed and worried. Flis 
suspicion was suddenly heightened; he told Natalya that he had 
no wish to see ‘Jacson’ any more. What upset him was not what 
the man had written —a few clumsy and muddled cliches — 
but his behaviour. While they were at the writing table and 
'Frotsky was looking through the article, ‘Jacson’ seated himself 
on the table and there, placed above his host’s head, he re- 
mained to the end of the interview! And all th(! time he had his 
hat on and clutched his coat to himself! I’rotsky was not only 
initated by the visitor's discourtesy; he sensed a fraud again. 
He had the feeling that the man was an impostor. He remarked 
to Natalya that in his behaviour ‘Jacson’ was 'quite unlike* a 
Fienchman’,- yet he presented himself as a Belgian brought up 
in France. Who was he really? They should find this out. 
Natalya was taken aback; it seemed to her that Trotsky ‘had 
perceived something new about “Jacson”, but had not yet 
reached, or rather was in no hurry, to reach, any conclusions’. 
Yet the implication of what he had said was alarming: if ‘Jacson’ 
was deceiving them about his nationality, why was he doing it ? 
And was he not deceiving them about other things as well? 
About what? These questions must have been on 'J'rotsky’s 

1 Natalya Sedova in Vie el Mart de Leon Trotsky, j). 319. 
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mind, for two days later he repeated liis observations to Han- 
sen, as if to ascertain whether similar misgivings had occurred 
to anyone beside himself. However, the assassin moved faster 
than the victim’s intuition and instinct of self-preservation : it 
was on the day before the attempt on his life that Trotsky con- 
fided his vague suspicions to Hansen.^ 

The interview on 17 August was for Jacson his dress- 
rehearsal. He had enticed Trotsky into the study for a tete~d~tete, 
made him read a manuscript, and placed himself above his 
head. He had come to the dress-rehearsal with ice-axe, dagger, 
and pistol concealed in the coat he clutched in his arms. In his 
pocket he may already have had the letter purporting to explain 
his motives — the text had been typed out well ahead of time; 
on the day of the attempt he had only to insert the date and to 
sign it. In that letter he presented himself as Trotsky’s ‘devoted 
followcT"’ who had been ready to give tlie ‘last drop ol blood’ 
lor him, who had gone to Mexico on instiuctions from the 
fourth International, and for whom meeting Trotsky was ‘the 
realization of a drc'am.’ But in Mexico 'a great disillusionment 
awTiited him; the man whom he had imagined to be the leader 
of the working class unmasked himself as a criminal counter- 
re volutionaiy and urged him ‘to go to Russia to organize there 
a scries of attempts against various persons and, in the first 
place, against Stalin’. He found drotsky conspiring ^^iLh certain 
leaders of capitalist countries’ ‘the consul of a gK^at foreign 
nation paid him frequent visits’ - and consj)iring against ])oth 
the Soviet Union and Mexico.- U'he purj)ose of the letter was to 
make even Trotsky’s death corroborate all th(‘ Stalinist accusa- 
tions, except that, in vi(‘W of the pact between Stalin and Hitler, 
the chaige that d’rotsky was Hitlers accomplice was replaced 
1 )V a hint that he was in the service of Ameiican iiiipia ialism. 
Iwen the trick by wdiich Tiotsky’s \lisillusioned followc'i’ w^as to 
conliim the Stalinist charges was not ruwv: the hand that had 
murdcaecl Klement had written the same ‘disclosure's’ of a ‘dis- 
illusioned Trotskyist’ in Klement's name. To make tlu- con- 
coction even shabbier, ‘Jacson’ added that IVotsky had urged 
him to 'desert his wife’ because she had joined the Sliac htman 

1 Natalya Sedova, ibid., and B.O., no. «5, 1941 i International, May 1941. 

2 'I'hc lull text of ‘Jacsoii’s’ ‘(Confession’ is in Allieil Cioldinan’s I he Asui^unation 

oj Leon Trotsky, pp. 5- 
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group; but he, ‘Jacson’, could not live or go to Russia without 
Sylvia. The forgery was crude, but not too crude for the 
gullible; and, anyhow, who would find the time and patience 
to scrutinize it carefully now, during the interval between the 
capitulation of France and the Battle of Britain, when the 
existence of so many peoples and the Ibundations of s(j many 
stales were shattered? 


And so the last day, Tuesday, 20 August, had come. Who- 
ever recalled it later remembered the exceptional peace and 
serenity that prevailed in the house up to the fatal hour. The 
sun shone brightly. The Old Man emanated calm, confidence, 
and energy. When he got up at 7 a.m. he turned to his wife not 
with the grim and by now habitual joke, ‘You see, they did not 
kill us last night’, but with an expression of physical well-being. 
Tt is a long time since I felt so well’, he said to her; and added 
that the sleeping drugs he had taken had a good efiect on him. 
Tt is not the drug that does you good’, she replied, ‘but sound 
sleep and complete rest.’ ‘Yes, of course’, he chimed in con- 
tentedly. He looked forward to a ‘really good day’s work’, 
dressed quickly, and ‘vigorously walked out into the patio to 
feed his rabbits’. He had neglected them somewhat, for, on 
doctor’s orders, he had spent the Sunday in bed; so he now 
tended them diligently for a full two hours. At breakfast he 
again assured Natalya of his excellent health and mood. He 
was eager to get back to work on ‘my poor book’, Stalin, which 
he had to put aside after the May raid in order to give his time 
to the police investigation and to current polemics. But now 
he had said all that he had to say about the raid ; the investiga- 
tion was moving in the right direction and he hoped that he 
would not be bothered with it any more. But before going back 
to the Stalin, he still wanted to write an ‘important article’, 
not for the great bourgeois Press but for the little Trotskyist 
periodicals, and speaking with some excitement about the 
article he went into the study. 

He found the morning mail satisfactory. He had at last 
placed his archives in safety. A cable from the librarian of 
Harvard University had just acknowledged their receipt. 
There had been some uneasiness about these, because of hitches 
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en route caused either by the G.P.U. or the and a couple 

of days earlier Trotsky had instructed Albert Goldman, his 
American lawyer and comrade, to take action if the F.B.I. tried 
to pry into his papers. T personally have nothing to hide’, he 
wrote, ‘but in my letters many third persons arc mentioned.’ 
He had deposited the archives at Harvard on condition that 
one section of them would remain closed until the year 1980.^ 
But the hitch en route was evidently not serious ; and this matter 
was now happily settled. In his characteristic English, he wrote 
a few brief, kindly, and jovial, letters to American Trotskyists. ^ 
He inquired about the health of one who, after a spell as secre- 
tary at Coyoacan, had returned home; he thanked the comrade 
and his wife for a dictionary^ of American slang they had sent 
him and he promised to study it diligently so as to be able to 
follow his bodyguard’s conversation at mealtimes. He sent 
greetings to two comrades who had been imprisoned for strike 
activities and were about to be released. And then he settled 
down to record his last article on a dictaphone.** 

The tentative shapeless text of the article suggests that his 
mind was in a ferment and that he was trying to modify an old 
idea ol his or to produce a new one. He had until quite recently 
expounded ‘revolutionary defeatism’, as Lenin had done during 
the First World War, t( lling the workers that their task was not 
to defend any imperialist fatherland, be it democratic or fascist, 
but to turn tin* war into revolution. But now, alter the Nazis 
had conquered virtually the whole ol luirope and while the 
British and American working classics were reacting to this with 
militant anti-fascism, he felt that the mere repetition of old 
formulae w^as of no use. ‘The j)resent war, as we have stated on 
more than one occasion, is a continuation of the last war. But a 
continuation is not a repetition [but] a development, a dee]xm- 
ing, a sharpening.’ Similarly, the continuation of the I.eniriist 
policy of 1914 17 should not be mere repetition, but ‘develop- 
ment, deepening’. Lenin’s revolutionary defeatism had rend- 
ered the Bolshevik party immune to the fetishes of bourgeois 

a'lotsky to (iolcliiian, ly Aii!L;ust 1940. The Archives^ CJlosrd Srclioii. This 
s( ( tion ol the aiclnvcs contaiiircl his ronespondoner with his follow(‘is. At a 
tunc wlicii nearly the whole ol Europe was (.(iiitrolled either h> the (iesla[)() or by 
the (J.P.U. he felt it to be his duty to protect his correspondents in this way. 

2 See ‘Trotsky’s Last Letters’ in Fourth International, October 1940. 

3 I’rotsky’s ‘Last Article’, ibid. 
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patriotism; but — contrary to a widespread belief — ‘it could not 
win the masses who did not want a foreign conqueror’. The 
Bolsheviks had gained popular support not so much by their 
‘refusal to defend the bourgeois fatherland’ as by the positive 
aspects of their revolutionary agitation and action. Marxists 
and Leninists in this war must realize this, he concluded; and 
he came out against Shachtman’s group and the pacifists 
among the Trotskyists who opposed conscription in the United 
States. In a letter written a few days earlier he had commented 
on a Public Opinion Poll which had shown that 70 per cent, of 
American workers favoured conscription. ‘We place ourselves 
on the same ground as the 70 per cent, of the workers. [We say] 
you, workers, wish to defend . . . democracy. We . . . wish to go 
further. However, we are ready to defend democracy with you, 
only on condition that it should be a real defence, and not a 
betrayal in the Petain manner.’ In the article his mind wand- 
ered between France, humiliated and saddled with a ‘treacher- 
ous senile Bonapartism’, and the vastly different American 
scene. But he had no time to develop these inchoate thoughts; 
his voice in the dictaphone was to remain the only trace of his 
last inconclusive groping in a new direction. 


At one o’clock Rigault, his Mexican attorney, came to sec 
him to advise him to reply at once to an attack in El Popular^ 
Toledano’s paper, which had accused him of defaming the 
Mexican trade unions. Trotsky feared that this would drag him 
back into arid polemics with the local Stalinists, but he agreed 
that he had to answer El Popular at once; and he put aside the 
article on revolutionary defeatism ‘for a few days’. T will take 
the offensive and will charge them wdth brazen slander’, he said 
to Natalya. He was defiant, but cheerful; and he assured her 
once more that he was in excellent form. After a brief siesta he 
was at his desk again, taking notes from El Popular. ‘He looked 
weir, says Natalya, ‘and was in an even mood all the time.’ 
Somewhat earlier she saw him standing in the patio, bare- 
headed under the scorching sun; and she hastened to fetch his 
white cap so as to protect his head. Now from time to time she 
slightly opened the door to his study ‘so as not to disturb him’ ; 
and she saw him ‘in his usual position, bent over his desk, pen 



THE ‘lIEEL-BLACK NIGHT* 


ill hand’. On tiptoe, from behind the door, the modern Niobc 
cast her last fond glances at the only beloved being left to her. 

Shortly after 5 p.m. he was back at the hutches, feeding the 
rabbits. Natalya, stepping out on a balcony, noticed an ‘un- 
familiar figure’ standing next to him. The figure came closer, 
took off the hat, and she recognized ‘Jacson’. ‘ “Here he is 
again,” it flashed through my mind. “Why has he begun to 
come so often?” I asked myself.’ His appearance deepened her 
foreboding. His face was grey-green, his gestures nervous and 
jerky, and he pressed his overcoat to his body convulsively. She 
remembered suddenly that he had boasted to her that he never 
wore a hat and a coat even in winter; and she asked him wJiy 
lie had the hat and the coat on on so sunny a day. Tt might 
rain’, he replied; and saying that he was ‘frightfully thirsty’ 
asked for a glass of water. She offered him tea. ‘No, no, I dined 
too late and I feel the food up here’, he pointed at his throat: 
‘it’s choking me.’ His mind wandered; he did not seem to catch 
the meaning of what was said to him. She asked whether he had 
corrected his article* and he, clutching his coat with one hand, 
shoAved h('r several typewritten pages with the otlita-. Pleased 
that her husband w^iuld not have to strain his eyes over an 
illegible manuscript, she went with ‘Jacson’ towards the hutches. 
As they came near, Trotsky turned to her and said in Russian 
that ‘jacsem’ was expecting Sylvia to come and, as they w^ould 
both be leaving for New’ York the next day, Natalya ought 
])erha])s to invite them to a farewell meal. She answ(*red that 
‘Jacson’ had just refused tea and wxis not feeling w'cll. ‘l.ev 
Davidovich glanced at him attentively, and said in a tone; of 
slight rt'proach: “Your health is poor again, you look ill. d’hat’s 
no'^good.” Theie w^as a moment of awkward sihmee. The 
strange man stood waiting with the typewaatten jiages in hand 
and Trotsky, having advised him to n^waile tin* article, felt 
obliged to have a look at the result of'his fresh effoi t. 

‘Lev Davidovich wais reluctant to leave the rabbits and was 
not at all interested in the article’, Natalya relates. ‘But con- 
trolling himself, he said: “Well, wdiat do you say, shall w( go 
over your article?” Unhurriedly, Ik* fastened the hutches and 
took off his w^orking gloves. ... He brushed his bluejacket and 
slowly, sihmtly, walked wdth myself and “Jacson” towards the 
A Natalya Sedova, as above. 
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house. I accompanied them to the door of L.D.’s study; the 
door closed and I went into the adjoining room.’ As they 
entered the study, the thought ‘this man could kill me’ flashed 
across Trotsky’s mind — so at least he told Natalya a few minutes 
later when he lay bleeding on the floor. However, thoughts like 
this must have occurred to him sometimes — only to be dis- 
missed — ^when strangers visited him singly or in groups. He had 
resolved not to let his existence become cramped by fear and 
misanthropy; and so now he suppressed this last faint reflex of 
his self-protective instinct. He went to his desk, sat down, and 
bent his head over the typescript. 

He had just managed to run through the first page, when a 
terrific blow came down upon his head. T had put my raincoat 
... on a piece of furniture’, ‘Jacson’ testifies, ‘took out the ice- 
axe, and, closing my eyes, brought it down on his head with all 
my strength.’ He expected that after this mighty blow his vic- 
tim would be dead without uttering a sound; and that he him- 
self would walk out and vanish before the deed was discovered. 
Instead, the victim uttered ‘a terrible, piercing cry’ — ‘I shall 
hear that cry all my life’, the assassin says.^ His skull smashed, 
his face gored, Irotsky jumped up, hurled at the murderer 
whatever object was at hand, books, inkpots, even the dicta- 
phone, and then threw himself at him. It had all taken only 
three or four minutes. The piercing, harrowing cry raised 
Natalya and the guards to their feet, but it took a few moments 
for them to realize whence it had come and to rush in its 
direction. During those moments a furious struggle went on in 
the study, Trotsky’s last struggle. He fought it like a tiger. He 
grappled with the murderer, bit his hand, and wrenched the 
ice-axe from him. The murderer was so confounded that he 
did not strike another blow and did not use pistol or dagger. 
Then Trotsky, no longer able to stand up, straining all his will 
not to collapse at his enemy’s feet, slowly staggered back. When 
Natalya rushed in, she found him standing in the doorway, 
between the dining-room and the balcony, and leaning against 
the door frame. His face was covered with blood, and through 
the blood his blue cyc's, without the glasses on, shone on lu r 
sharper than ever; his arms were hanging limply. ‘ “What has 
happened?” I asked. ‘“What’s happened?” I put my arms 
1 Salazar, op. cit., p. 160. 
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around him ... he did not answer at once. For a second I 
wondered whether something had not fallen on him from the 
ceiling — repair work was being done in the study — and why was 
he standing here? Calmly, without anger, bitterness, or sorrow he 
said: “Jacson.” He said it as if he wished to say: “Now it has 
happened.” We took a few steps, and slowly, aided by me, he 
slumped down on to a mat on the floor.’ ^ 

‘ “Natasha, I love you.” He uttered these words so un- 
expectedly, so gravely, almost severely that, weak from inner 
shock, I swayed towards him.’ ‘No one, no one,’ she whispered 
to him, ‘no one, must be allowed to see you without being 
searched.’ Then she carefully placed a cushion under his 
broken head and a piece of ice on his wound ; and she wiped the 
blood off his forehead and cheeks. ‘Seva must be kept out of all 
this,’ he said. He spoke with difficulty, his words were becoming 
blurred but he seemed unaware of it. ‘You know, in there ' — 
he turned his eyes towards the door of the study— ‘I sensed . . . 
I understood what he wanted to do , . . he wanted , . . me . , . once 
more ... but I did not let him.’ He said this ‘calmly, softly, 
with a breaking voice’ \ and as if with a note of satisiaction he 
repeated: ‘But I did not let him’. Natalya and Hansen knelt 
by his sides, opposit(‘ caeh other; and he turned towards Han- 
sen and spoke to him in English, while she ‘stiained all her 
attention to catch the meaning of his words, but lailixl’. 

‘This is the end,’ he said to his secretaiy in English; and he 
\vant(‘d to find out what exactly had happened. He was con- 
vinced that Jacson’ had fired at him and was incn^dulous when 
Hansen told him that he had been hit with an ice-axe and that 
the wound was superlicial. ‘No, no, no,’ he replied i)ointing to 
his heart, T feel here that this time they have succeeded.’ When 
he was assured again that the wound \vas not very dangerous, he 
smiled faintly with his eyes as if it amused him to see that some- 
one sought to comfort him and to conceal the truth i'rom him. 
Most of the time he was pressing Natalya’s hands to his lips. 
‘Take care of Natalya,’ he w^nt on in English; ‘she has been 
with me many, many y(*ars.’ ‘We will’, Hansen promised. ‘The 
Old Man press(‘d our hands convulsively, tears suddenly in 
his eyes. Natalya cried brokenly, bending over him, kissing his 
wound.’^ 

r Natalya Sedova, loc. cil- “ Manscii, loc. cit. 
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Meanwhile, in ihc study the guards fell upon the assassin, 
beat him with revolver butts; and his whining and moaning 
were heard outside. ‘Tell the boys not to kill him’, Trotsky said, 
struggling to articulate his words clearly. ‘No, no, he must not 
be killed — he must be made to talk.’ The guards related that 
under the blows ‘Jacson’ said: ‘They have got something on me, 
they have imprisoned my mother . . . Sylvia has nothing to do 
with this . . and when they tried to get out of him who had 
imprisoned his mother, he denied that it was the G.P.U. and 
said that he had ‘nothing to do with the G.P.U.’ 

When the doctor arrived, Trotsky’s left arm and leg were 
already paralysed. As the stretcher-bearers came — simultane- 
ously with them the police entered — Natalya shrank away: she 
thought of Lyova’s death in the hospital, and she did not want 
her husband to be moved. He too had no wish to be taken away. 
Only when Hansen promised that the guards would accompany 
him, he replied : ‘I leave it then to your decision’, as if aware 
that for him ‘all the days of making decisions were gone’. While 
he was being placed on the stretcher, he whispered again: ‘I 
want everything I own to go to Natalya . . . .You will take care 
of her.’ ^ 

At the gate the guards, with belated vigilance, stopped the 
stretcher-bearers; afraid of another attack, they would not 
allow Trotsky to be taken away unless General Nunez, Chief 
of Police, came to lake charge of the escort. T noticed [an 
ambulance Avorker relates] that the wounded man’s wife had 
covered her husband with a white shawl. The Sehora sobbed 
and held his bleeding head between her two hands. Sehor 
Trotsky neither spoke nor groaned. We thought that he was 
dead, but ... he was still breathing.’^ They carried him to the 
ambulance between two lines of police; and as they were about 
to start, another ambulance arrived to fetch the assassin. 

‘Through the roaring city, through its vain tumult and din, 
amidst its garish evening lights, the emergency ambulance 
sped, winding its way through the traffic and overtaking cars; 
the sirens were incessantly wailing and the police cordon on 
motor-cycles whistled shrilly. With unendurable anguish in our 
hearts and alarm increasing with every minute, we were bear- 
ing the wounded man. He was conscious.’ His right hand 

1 Hansen, loc. cit. 2 Salazar, op. cit., pp. 102-3. 
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described circles in the air as if it could not find a place to rest; 
then it wandered above the blanket, touched a water basin 
overhead, and at last found Natalya. She, bending over him, 
asked how he felt. ‘Better now.’ Then he motioned Hansen to 
himself and in a whisper instructed him how to conduct the 
investigation. ‘He is a political assassin ... a member of the 
G.P.U. ... or a fascist. More likely the G.P.U. . . . but possibly 
aided by Gestapo.’ (Almost simultaneously in the other ambu- 
lance the assassin was handing to his escort the letter giving his 
‘motives’ and making it clear that the Gestapo had nothing to 
do at least with this crime.) 

A large crowd was already gathered outside the hospital 
when Trotsky was lifted out of the ambulance. ‘There may be 
enemies among them. . .’ Natalya worried. ‘Where are our 
friends? They should surround the stretcher.’ A few minutes 
later he lay on a narrow hospital bed and doctors examined his 
wound. A nurse started to cut his hair; and he, grinning at 
Natalya, who stood at the head of the cot, recalled that only the 
day before they had wanted to send for a barber to cut his hair: 
‘You see,’ he winked, ‘the barber has also come.’ Then, his 
eyes almost closed, he turned towards Hansen with the question 
with which he had turned to him so many times: ‘Joe, you . . . 
have . . . notebook?’ He remembered that Hansen did not 
know Russian and he made a great effort to dicl.ite a message 
in English. His voice was barely audible, his words blurred. 
J’his is what Hansen claims to have taken down: ‘1 am close* to 
death from the blow of a political assassin . . . struck me down 
in my room. I struggled wdth him . . . we . . . entered . . . talk 
about French statistics . . . he struck me . . . please say to our 
friends ... I am sure . . . of victory . . , of Fourth Int(‘rnalional 
. . . go forward.’ When he started dictating, he evid(‘ntly still 
hoped lo be al)le to give his account of the attempt on his life 
as w'cll as a political message. But suddenly he felt that his life 
was ebbing; and he cut short the account and hastened to give 
his followT*rs his last encouragement. 

The nurses began to undress him for the operation, cutting 
with scissors his jacket, shirt, and vest, and unstrapping the 
watch from his wrist. When they began to remove his last gar- 
ments, he said to Natalya ‘distinctly but very sadly and 
gravely’ : T do not w^ant them to undress me ... 1 want you to 
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undress me.’ These were the last words she heard from him. 
When she finished undressing him, she bent over him and 
pressed her lips against his. ‘He returned the kiss. Again. And 
again he responded. And once again. This was our final fare- 
well.’ ^ 

About 7.30 the same evening he fell into a coma. Five sur- 
geons carried out the trepanning of the skull. The wound was 
two and three-quarter inches deep. The right parietal bone was 
broken, its splinters embedded in the brain; the meninges were 
damaged and part of the brain substance was ruptured and 
destroyed. He ‘bore the operation with extraordinary strength’ 
but did not regain consciousness; and he struggled with death 
for more than twenty- two hours. Natalya ‘dry-eyed, hands 
clenched’, watched him day and night, waiting for his awaken- 
ing. This is the last image she retained of him : 

They lifted him up. His head drooped on to his shoulder. The 
arms fell just as the arms in Titian’s ‘Descent from the Cross’. 
Instead of a crown of thorns the dying man wore a bandage. The 
features of his face retained their purity and pride. It seemed that 
any moment now he might still straighten up and become his own 
master again. ^ 

Death followed on 21 August 1940 at 7.25 p.m. The autopsy 
showed a brain of ‘extraordinary dimensions’, weighing two 
pounds and thirteen ounces; and ‘the heart too was very 
large’. ^ 


On 22 August, in accordance with a Mexican custom, a 
large funeral cortege marched slowly behind the coffin carrying 
Trotsky’s body, through the main thoroughfares of the city, and 
also through the working-class suburbs, where ragged, barefoot, 
silent crowds filled the pavements. American Trotskyists 
intended to take the body to the United States; but the State 
Department refused a visa even to the dead. For five days the 
body lay in state; and about 300,000 m(Ti and women filed 
past, while the streets resounded with tlie (hand C.oiiido de 

1 Natalya Sedova, loc. cil. - Ibid. 

3 Salazar, op. cit., p. no. 
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Leon Trotsky^ a folk ballad composed by an anonymous bard.^ 
On 27 August the body was cremated; and the ashes were 
buried in the grounds of the ‘little fortress’ at Coyoacan. A 
white rectangular stone was raised over the grave, and a red 
flag was unfurled above it. 

Natalya was to live on in the house for another twenty years; 
and every morning, as she rose, her eyes turned to the white 
stone in the courtyard. 


’ Sala/ar, loc. cit. Here are a few lines of the corrido, which breathes truly 
picbt'ian contempt for the ‘sly and cowardly* assassin: 

Murio Trotsky ascsinado 
do la noche a la mahaiia 
porque habian premeditado 
venganza tardc o tcmpoiano. 


Elic im dia maiies por la larclc 
f ste tragedia fatal, 

Que ha comnovido al piiis 
y a todu la Capital. 

rtttvda aimouuccci tiu- i vciil iii a (i-w lines, saving iliat liot.sky had Ik-oii killed 
hv a ‘disillusioned lollowci’. 
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I N the whole history of the Russian Revolution, and in the 
history of the labour movement and Marxism no period has 
been as difficult and sombre as the years of Trotsky’s last 
exile. This was a time when, to paraphrase Marx, 'tlic idea 
pressed towards reality’ but as reality did not tend towards the 
idea — a gulf was set between them, a gulf narrower yet deeper 
than ever. The world was riddled with extraordinary contra- 
dictions. Never had capitalism been so close to catastrophe as 
during the slumps and depressions of the nineteen-thirties; 
and never had it shown so much savage resilience. Never had the 
class struggle driven so stormily towards a revolutionary climax 
and never yet had it been so incapable of rising to it. Never had 
such vast masses of people been inspired by socialism; and never 
had they been so helpless and inert. In the whole experience of 
modern man there had been nothing as sublime and as 
repulsive as the first Workers’ State and the first essay in ‘build- 
ing socialism’. And perhaps never yet had any man lived in so 
close a communion with the sufferings and the strivings of 
oppressed humanity and in such utter loneliness as Trotsky lived. 

What w^as the meaning of his work and the moral of his 
defeat? 

Any answer must be tentative, for we still lack the long 
historical perspective; and our appraisal of Trotsky follows 
primarily from our judgement on the Russian Revolution. 
If the view were to be taken that all that the Bolsheviks aimed 
at — socialism- was no more than a fata morgana^ that th(‘ 
revolution merely substituted one kind of exploitation and 
oppression for another, and could not do otherwise, then 
I'rotsky would appear as the high priest of a god that was 
bound to fail, as Utopia’s servant mortally entangled in his 
dreams and illusions. Even then he would attract the respect 
and sympathy due to the great Utopians and visionaries — 
he would stand out among them as one of the greatest. Even 
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il it were tru(' that it is iiiarrs (air to stagge r in pain and blood 
from defeat to defeat and to throw oil one yoke only to bend his 
neck beneath another — even then man’s longings for a different 
destiny would still, like pillars of fire, relieve the darkness and 
gloom of the endless desert through which he has been w andering 
with no promised land beyond. And no one in our age has 
expressed those longings as vividly and saerificially as I'rotsky. 

But has the Russian Revolution been able only to give the 
people one yoke instead of another ? Is this to be its final out- 
come? Such a view seemed plausible to people who (,on tern- 
plated Stalinism in the last years of 'krotsky’s liie and later. 
Against them d'l otsky asserted his conviction that in the futui e, 
after Soviet Society had progressed towards socialism, Stalinism 
would be seen as merely ‘an episodic lelapse’. His optimism 
seemed gratuitous even to his followxrs. After nearly twenty-live 
years, howxvcr, his forecast may still sound bold, but hardly 
gratuitous. It is clear that evxn under Stalinism Sovii't soeic'ty 
was achieving immense progress in many fields, and that the 
progress, inseparable I'roin its nationalized and ])lanned 
economy, was disrupting and eroding Stalinism from th(' inside. 
In dVotsky’s time it was too early to try to draw a balance of 
this development — his attempts to do so were not faultl(\ss; 
and the balance is not yet quite clear, even a (juarter of a 
century later. But it is evident that Soviet society has b(‘t*n 
striving, not without success, to rid itself of the heavy liabilities, 
and to develo]:) the great assets, it had inherited from the Stalin 
era. There has been far less ]K)verty in the Soviet Union, I'ar 
less inequality and far less oppression in the early ninelea n- 
sixties than in th(‘ nineteen-thirties or the (‘arly niiK teen-hlties. 
The contrast is so striking that it is an anaehionism to sjn ak of 
tile hicw totalitarian slavery established by bunaiuiatic 
collcclivisnr. I'he issues over which Tiotsky argued with his 
disciples in his last controversy are still being debated, not 
within tiny sects but belbrc a world-wide audience, it is still a 
matter of argument whether the Sfiviet bureauci acy is ‘a new 
class’ and whether r(ToiTn or nwolution is needed to bring its 
arbitrary rule to an end. What is licyond question is that the 
reforms of the first post-Stalin decade, however inadequate and 
self-contradictory, have greatly mitigated and limited biiKMU- 
cratie despotism and that fresh currents of popular aspirations 
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are working to transform Soviet society further and more 
radically. 

Even so, Trotsky’s belief that one day all the horrors of 
Stalinism would appear to have been merely ‘an episodic 
relapse’ may still outrage contemporary sensitivity. But he 
iipplied the grand historical scale to events and to his own fate: 
‘When it is a question of the profoimdest changes in economic 
and cultural systems, twenty-five years weigh less in history 
than an hour does in a man’s life.’ (His inclination to take the 
long historical view did not blunt his sensitivity to the injustices 
and cruelties of his time — on the contrary, it sharpened it. He 
denounced the Stalinist perversion of socialism so passionately 
because he himself never lost sight of the vista of a truly humane 
socialist future.) Measured by his historical scale, the progress 
which Soviet society has achieved since his day is merely a 
modest, an all too modest, beginning. Yet even this beginning 
vindicates the revolution and his basic optimism about it, and 
lifts the dense fog of disillusionment and despair. 

Trotsky’s huge life and work are an essential element in the 
experience of the Russian Revolution and, indeed, in the fabric 
of contemporary civilization. The uniqueness of his fortunes 
and the extraordinary moral and aesthetic qualities of his 
endeavour speak for themselves and bear witness to his signi- 
ficance. It cannot be, it would be contrary to all historical 
sense, that so high an intellectual energy, so prodigious an 
activity, and so noble a martyrdom should not have their full 
impact eventually. This is the stuff' of which the most sublime 
and inspiring legends are made — only the Trotsky legend is 
woven throughout of recorded fact and ascertainable truth. 
Here no myth is hovering above reality; reality itself rises to the 
height of myth. 

So copious and splendid was Trotsky’s career that any part 
or fraction of it might have sufficed to fill the life of an out- 
standing historic personality. Had he died at the age of thirty 
or thirty-five, some time before 1917, he would have taken his 
place in one line with such Russian thinkers and revolutionaries 
as Belinsky, Herzen, and Bakunin, as their Marxist descendant 
and equal. If his life had come to a close in 1921 or later, about 
the time Lenin died, he would have been remembered as 
the leader of October, as founder of the Red Army and its 
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captain in the Civil War, and as the mentor of the Communist 
International who spoke to the workers of the world with 
Marx’s power and brilliance and in accents that had not been 
heard since the Communist Manifesto. (It took decades of 
Stalinist falsification and slander to blur and erase this image 
of him from the memory of two generations.) The ideas which 
he expounded and the work which he performed as leader of 
the Opposition between 1923 and 1929 form the sum and 
substance of the most momentous and dramatic cliapter in the 
annals of Bolshevism and communism. He came forward as 
protagonist in the greatest ideological controversy of the 
century, as intellectual initiator of industrialization and 
planned economy, and finally as the mouthpiece of all those 
within the Bolshevik party who resisted the advent of Stalinism. 
Even if he had not survived beyond the year 1927, he would 
have left behind a legacy of ideas which could not be destroyed 
or condemned to lasting oblivion, the legacy for the sake of 
which many of his followers faced the firing squad with his 
name on their lips, a legacy to which time is adding relevance 
and weight and towards which a new Soviet generation is 
gropingly finding its way. 

On top of all this come his ideas, writings, struggles, and 
wanderings of the period narrated in this volume. We have 
reviewed critically his fiascos, fallacies, and miscalculations: 
his fiasco with the Fourth International, his mistakes about tin* 
prospects of revolution in the West, his fumblings about relorni 
and revolution in the U.S.S.R., and the contradictions of the 
‘new Trotskyism’ of his last years. We have also surveyed those 
of his campaigns which are now fully and incontrovertibly 
vindicated: his magnificently far-sighted, althougli vain, 
efibrts to arouse the German workers, the international L(‘ft, 
and the Soviet Union to the mortal danger of Hitler's ascend- 
ancy; his sustained criticisms of Stalin’s hideous abuses of 
power, not least in the conduct of economic affairs, espc-cially 
in collectivization; and his final titanic struggle against the 
Great Purges. Even the epigones of Stalinism, who are still 
doing all they can to keep Trotsky’s ghost at bay, admit by 
implication that on these great issues he was right— all that 
after so many years they themselves have been able to do, 
with all the courage that the dead Stalin has inspired in them. 
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is to ('clio disparatcly Trotsky’s protests, accusations, and 
criticisms of Stalin. 

It must be emphasized again that to the end Trotsky’s 
strength and weakness alike were rooted in classical Marxism. 
His defeats epitomized the basic predicament by which classical 
Marxism was beset as doctrine and movement — the discrep- 
ancy and the divorce between the Marxist vision of revolution- 
ary development and the actual course of class struggle and 
I'cvolution. 

Socialist revolution made its first, immense conquests not in 
the advanced West but in the backward East, in countries, 
where not the industrial workers but the peasants predomin- 
ated. Its immediate task was not to establish socialism but to 
initiate ‘primitive socialist accumulation’. In the classical 
Marxist scheme of things revolution was to occur when the 
productive forces of the old society had so outgrown its properly 
relations as to burst the old social framework; the 1 evolution 
was to create new property relations and the new framework 
for fully grown, advanced, and dynamic productive forces. 
What happened in fact was that the revolution created the 
most advanced forms of social organization for the most 
backward of economies; it set up frameworks of social owner- 
ship and planning around underdeveloped and archaic produc- 
tive forces, and partly around a vacuum. The theoretical 
Marxist conception of the revolution was thereby turned upside 
down. The new ‘productive relations’ being above the existing 
productive forces were also above the understanding of the great 
majority of the people; and so the rcvolulionary government 
defended and developed them against the will of the majority. 
Bureaucratic despotism took the place of Soviet democracy. 
The State, far from withering away, assumed unprcxTTlented, 
ferocious power. The conflict between the Marxist norm and 
the reality of revolution came to permeate all the thinking and 
activity of the ruling party. Stalinism sought to overcome 
the conflict by perverting or discarding the norm. Trotskyism 
attempted to preserve the norm or to strike a temporary balance 
between norm and reality until revolution in the West resolved 
the conflict and restored harmony between theory and practice. 
The failures of revolution in the West were epitomized in 
Trotsky’s defeat. 
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How definite and irrevocable was the defeat? We have seen 
that as long as Trotsky was alive Stalin never considered him 
to have been finally vanquished. Stalin's fear was no mere 
paranoiac obsession. Other leading actors on the political stage 
shared it. Robert Coulondre, French ambassador to the Third 
Reich, gives a striking testimony in a description ol‘ his last 
interview with Hitler just before the outbreak of the Second 
World War. Hitler had boasted of the advantages he had 
obtained from his pact with Stalin, just concluded; and lie drew 
a grandiose vista of liis future military triumph, in reply the 
French ambassador appealed to his ‘reason' and spoke of the 
social turmoil and the revolutions that might follow a long and 
tci riblc war and engulf all belligerent governments. ‘You are 
thinking of yourself as victor . . .’, the ambassador said, ‘but 
have you given thought to another possibility — that the victor 
may be Trotsky?’ At this Hitler jumped up (as if he ‘had been 
hit in the pit of the stomach’) and screamed that this possibility, 
the threat of Trotsky's victory, was one more r('ason why 
France and Britain should not go to war against the I'hird 
Reich. Thus, the master of the I’hird Reich and the (mvoy of 
the Third Republic', in their last manenuvres, during the last 
hours of peace, sought to intimidate each other, and each other’s 
governments, by invoking the name ol the lonely outcast 
trapped and immured at the lar end of thc' w^orkl. ‘ 1 hc‘y ai e 
haunted by the speetie of revolution, and they give it a man’s 
name', Trotsky remarked when he read the dialogue. 

Were Hiller and the ambassador quite wiong in giving the 
spectre I’rotsky’s name? It may be argued that although their 
fear was well grounded, they should have given the spec tre 
Stalin’s name, not Trotsky’s -it was, at any rate!, Stalin who 
wiis to triumph over Hitler. Yet as so oftem in history so hc-re 
the underlying lealities were fiir more confused and ambiguous 
than the sinface of events. Stalin’s victory over ’IVolsky 
concealed a heavy element of defeat wdfilc I’rotsky’s deleat was 
pregnant with victory. 

The central ‘ideological’ issue between them had been 
socialism in one country— the question w^hethcr the Soviet 
Union would or could achieve socialism in isolation, on the 
basis of national self-sufficiency, or whether socialism was 
conceivable only as an international order of society. The 
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answer events have given is far less clear-cut than were the 
theoretical arguments, but it comes much closer to Trotsky’s 
view than to Stalin’s. Long before the Soviet Union came 
anywhere near socialism, revolution had spread to other 
countries. History, it might be said, did not leave the Soviet 
Union alone long enough to allow a laboratory experiment with 
socialism in a single country to be carried into any advanced 
stage, let alone to be completed. In so far as in the struggle 
between Trotskyism and Stalinism revolutionary international- 
ism had clashed with Bolshevik isolationism it is certainly not 
Stalinism that has emerged with flying colours: Bolshevik 
isolationism has been dead long since. On the other hand, the 
staying power of the Soviet Union, even in isolation, was far 
greater than Trotsky sometimes assumed; and, contrary to his 
expectations, it was not the proletariat of the West that h eed 
the Russian Revolution from isolation. By a feat of history’s 
irony, Stalinism itself malgre hii-ineme broke out of its national 
shell. 

In his last debate Trotsky staked the whole future of 
Marxism and socialism upon the sequel to the Second World 
War, Convinced that war must lead to revolution — the classical 
Marxist revolution — he asserted that if it foiled to do so Marx- 
ism would be refuted, socialism would lose once and for all by 
default, and the epoch of bureaucratic collectivism would set in. 
This was, in any case, a rash, dogmatic, and desperate view; 
historic reality was once again to })rovc immeasurably more 
intricate than the theorist’s scheme. The war did indeed set in 
motion a new series of revolutions ; yet once again the process 
did not conform to the classical pattern. The western prole- 
tariat again failed to storm and conquer the ramparts of the 
old order; and in eastern Europe it was mainly under the im- 
pact of Russia’s armed power, advancing victoriously to the 
Elbe, that the old order broke down. The divorce between 
theory and practice — or between norm and fact — deepened 
even further. 

This was not a fortuitous development. It represented a 
continuation of the trend which had first announced itself 
in 1 920- 1, when the Red Army marched on Warsaw and when 
it occupied Georgia.^ With those military acts the revolutionary 

1 See The Prophet Armed, pp. 463-77. 
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cyrl(‘ which the First World War set in motion had come to a 
close. At the beginning of that cycle Bolshevism had risen on 
the crest of a genuine revolution; towards its end the Bolsheviks 
began to spread revolution by conquest. Then followed the 
long interval of two decades, during which Bolshevism did not 
expand. When the next cycle of revolution was set in motion 
by the Second World War, it started where the first cycle had 
ended — with revolution by conquest. In military history there 
exists, as a rule, a continuity between the closing phase of one 
war and the opening phase of another: the weapons and the 
ideas about warfare invented and formed towards the end of 
one armed conflict dominate the first stage of the next conflict. 
A similar continuity exists also between cycles of revolution. 
In 1920-1 Bolslievism, straining to break out of its isolation, 
tried, rather fitfully, to carry revolution abroad on the point of 
bayonets, d’wo and three decades later Stalinism, dragged out 
of its national shell by war, imposed revolution upon the whole 
of eastern Europe. 

'IVotsky had (‘xp(‘cled the second revolutionaiy cycle to 
begin in the forms in which the first had begun, with class 
struggles and proletarian risings, the outcome of which would, 
in the main de])('nd on the balance of social forces within each 
major nation and on the quality of national revolutionary 
leadership. Yet th(‘ new cycle started not where the previous 
one had begun, but where it had ended, not with revolution 
from below, but with revolution from above, with revolution 
by conquest. As this could be the work only of a gr'cat power 
applying its yircssurc' in the first instance to its own periphery, 
the cycle* ran its course on the fringe's of the Soviet Union. The 
chief agents of r (s olution were not the workc'rs of thc^ countries 
concerned, and their parties, but the Red Army. Success or 
I'ailure depended not on the bahince of social forces within any 
nation, but mainly on the international balance of power, on 
diplomatic pacts, alliances, and military campaigns. Ihc 
struggle and the co-operation of the great powers superim- 
poseci themselves upon class struggle, changing and distorting 
it. All criteria by w hich Marxists w e re wont to judge a nation’s 
‘rnaLurily’ or ‘immaturity’ for revolution went by the board. 
Stalin’s pact with Hitler and the division between them of 
spheres of influence provided the starting-point lor the social 
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upheaval in eastern Poland and in the Baltic States. The 
revolutions in Poland proper, in the Balkan countries, and in 
eastern Germany were accomplished on the basis of the divi- 
sion of spheres which Stalin, Roosevelt, and Churchill carried 
out at Teheran and Yalta. By dint of that division the western 
powers used their influence and force to suppress, with Stalin’s 
connivance, revolution in western Europe (and Greece) 
regardless of any local balance of social forces. It is probable 
that had there been no Teheran and Yalta compacts, western 
rather than eastern Europe would have become the theatre of 
revolution — especially France and Italy, where the authority of 
the old ruling classes was in ruins, the working classes were in 
revolt, and the Communist parties led the bulk of the armed 
Resistance. Stalin, acting on his diplomatic commitments, 
prevailed upon the French and Italian Communists to resign 
themselves to the restoration of capitalism in their countries 
from the virtual collapse and even to co-operate in the restora- 
tion. At the same time Churchill and Roosevelt induced the 
bourgeois ruling groups of eastern Europe to submit to Russia’s 
preponderance and consequently to surrender to revolution. On 
both sides of the great divide the international balance of 
power swamped the class struggle. As in the Napoleonic era, 
revolution and counter-revolution alike were the by-products 
of arms and diplomacy. 

Trotsky saw only the opening of this great chain of events. 
He did not realize what it portended. All his habits of thought 
made it difficult, if not impossible, for him to imagine that for 
a whole epoch the armies and diplomacies of three powers 
would be able to impose their will upon all the social classes of 
old Europe; and that consequently the class struggle, suppressed 
at the level on which it had been traditiomilly waged, would be 
fought at a different level and in different forms, as rivalry 
between power blocs and as cold war. 

From iheoreticnl conviction and political instinct alike 
'I’rotsky felt nothing but distaste for revolution by conquest. He 
had opposed the invasions of Poland and Georgia in 1920”!, 
when Lenin favoured these ventures. As Commissar of War he 
had categorically disavowed Tukhachevsky, the early exponent 
of the neo-Napoleonic method of carrying revolution into 
foreign countries. Twenty years before the Second World War 
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he had castigated the armed missionary of Bolshevism, saying 
that it were better that a millstone be hanged about his neck 
and he cast into the sea’. His attitude in 1940 was still the same 
as in 1920. He still saw in revolution by conquest the most 
dangerous aberration from the revolutionary road. He was still 
confident that the workers of the West were impelled by their 
own circumstances to struggle for power and for socialism and 
that it would be as criminal on the part of the Soviet Govern- 
ment to try to make the revolution for them as it would be to 
act directly against their revolutionary interests. Ih' still saw 
the w^orld pregnant with socialism; he still believed that the 
pregnancy could not last long; and he feared that any tamper- 
ing with it would result in abortion. He was not quite waong: 
Stalin’s armed tampering with revolution has prodiu etl many a 
stillbirth — and many a live monstrosity. 

Yet, confronted with revolution by conquest, Trotsky once 
again found himself in a grave quandary. He was lor revolu- 
tion and against conquests; but when revolution led to con- 
quest or when conquest promoted revolution, he could not 
press his opposition to it beyond the poijit of an open and 
irrevocable breach. Ih* did not pr(‘ss it to that point over 
Georgia and Poland in 1920-1; and he did not do so over 
Poland and Finland in 1939 40 either. Had he lived to witness 
the aftermath of the Second World War, he would have l()und 
his dilemma aggravated, huge, insoluble. We lu rd not doubt 
that he would have denounced Stalin for bargaining away the 
interests of communism in the \Wst; and also that the logic of 
his attitude Avould have compelled him to accept the reality 
of the revolution in eastern Euro])e, and, despite* all distaste 
for the Stalinist methods, to recognize the ‘Peoples' Democracies’ 
as workers’ states. Such an attitude, whatever its merits and 
inlegi'ity, could provide no clue to practical political action; and 
so Trotsky, the man of practical action, w'ould hardly have* found 
any eUcctive role for himself in the whole post-war drama. 1'here 
w^as no room for classical Marxism in this cycle of revolution. 

I’his cycle, however, like the previous one was to end dilTer- 
ently from the w ay it had begun. It culminated in the (dnnese! 
revolution which was neither imposed from above nor brought 
in on the point ol‘ foreign bayonets. Mao Tsc-tung <ind his party 
struggled for powa’i' despite Stalin fwho in 1943 d, as in 1923-6, 
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aimed at a deal with the Kuomintang and Chiang Kai-shek) ; 
and having seized power they did not stop at the ‘bourgeois 
democratic’ stages of the upheaval but, obeying the logic of 
‘permanent revolution’, carried it to the anti-bourgeois con- 
clusion. This, the ‘Chinese October’ was, in a sense, yet another 
of Trotsky’s posthumous triumphs. 

Yet here again ‘grey is all theory and evergreen is the tree 
of life’. The industrial proletariat was not the driving force of 
ihe upheaval. Mao’s peasant armies ‘substituted’ themselves 
for the urban workers and carried the revolution from country 
to town. Trotsky had been convinced that, if these armies were 
to remain confined to the rural areas for long, they would 
become so assimilated with the peasantry as to champion its 
individualistic interests against the urban workers, and against 
socialism, and become the mainstay of a new reaction. (Had 
not rebellious Chinese peasant armies in the past fought jac- 
queries and overthrown established dynasties only to replace 
them by new dynasties?) This analysis was correct in terms of 
classical Marxism, which assumed that a party of socialist 
revolution needs not only to ‘represent’ the urban workers, but 
must necessarily live with them and act through them — other- 
wise it must become socially displaced and express alien class 
interests. And it may indeed be that if this revolution had 
depended solely on the social alignments within China, Mao’s 
partisans would have become, during their Yenan period, so 
closely assimilated to the peasantry that, despite their com- 
munist origin, they would have been unable to bridge the gulf 
between jacquerie and proletarian revolution. But the outcome 
of the struggle was even in China determined as much by 
international as by national factors. Amid the cold war and in 
face of hostile American intervention, Mao’s party secured its 
rule by attaching itself to the Soviet Union and transforming 
the social structure of China accordingly. Thus the revolution- 
ary hegemony of the Soviet Union achieved (despite Stalin’s 
initial obstruction) what otherwise only the Chinese workers 
could have achieved — it impelled the Chinese revolution into 
an anti-bourgeois and socialist direction. With the Chinese 
proletariat almost dispersed and absent from the political stage, 
the gravitational pull of the Soviet Union turned Mao’s 
peasant armies into agents of collectivism. 
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With this the tide of revolution had moved farther to the 
cast, farther away from the ‘advanced’ west; and it became 
once again embedded in a primitive and destitute pre-in- 
dustrial society. More than ever classical Marxism appeared to 
be practically irrelevant to the problems of East and West 
alike. Yet such were the dialectics of the situation that at the 
same time processes were at work which were in an unexpected 
manner investing it with fresh validity. Thanks to intensive 
industrialization the backward East was becoming less and less 
backward. The Soviet Union emerged as the world’s second 
industrial power, its social structure radically transformed, 
its large industrial working class striving for a modern way of 
life, and its standards of living and mass education rising 
rapidly, if unevenly. The very pre-conditions of socialism which 
classical Marxism had seen as existing only in the highly 
industrialized countries of the West were being created and 
assembled within Soviet society. In relation to the new needs 
of that society Stalinism, with its amalgamation of Marxism 
and barbarity, was anachronistic. Its methods of primitive 
accumulation were too primitive; its anti-egalitnrianism was 
too shocking; its de spotism absurd. The traditions of Marxism 
and of the October Revolution, having survived in a state of 
hibernation, as it were, began to awaken in the minds of 
millions and to struggle against bureaucratic privilege, the 
inertia of Stalinism, and the dead-weight of monolithic dogma. 
Through the forcible modernization of the structure of society 
Stalinism had worked towards its own undoing and h.id 
prepared the ground for the return of classical Marxism. 

The return has been slow and accompanied by confusion and 
endless ambiguities. The conflict between Stalinism or 
what was left of it and a renascent socialist consciousness filled 
the first decade after Stalin. Had the Trotskyist, Zinovievist, 
Ikikharinist Oppositions survived into the nineteen-flfti(‘s, the 
task of de-Stalinization w^ould have fallen to them; and they 
would have accomplished it with honour, whole-heartedly 
and consistently. But as they had all gone down with the old 
Bolshevik Atlantis, and as dc-Stalinization w^as an inescapable 
necessity, Stalin’s acolytes and accomplices had to tackle the 
job; and they could not tackle it otherwise than Jialf-heartcdly, 
with trembling hands and minds, never forgetting their own 
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share in Stalin’s crimes, and for ever anxious to bring to a halt 
the shocking disclosures and the reforms they themselves had 
had to initiate. Of all the ghosts of the past none dogged them 
as mockingly and menacingly as the ghost of Trotsky, their arch- 
enemy, to whom each of their disclosures and reforms was an 
unwitting tribute. Nothing indeed troubled Khrushchev more 
tJian the fear that young men, not burdened by responsibility 
for the horrors of the Stalin era, might become impatient with 
his evasions and quibblings and proceed to an open vindi- 
cation of Trotsky. 

The open vindication is bound to come in any case, though 
not perhaps before Stalin’s ageing epigones have left the stage. 
When it does come, it will be more than a long-overdue act of 
justice towards the memory of a great man. By this act the 
workers’ state will announce that it has at last reached maturity, 
broken its bureaucratic shackles, and re-embraced the classical 
Marxism that had been banished with Trotsky. 

How all this may aff ect the rest of the world is a question too 
large to be discussed in a postscript to a biographical study. 
Suffice it to say here that if the historic development has al- 
ready been cancelling out Trotsky’s defeat by obliterating the 
old antithesis between backward Russia and the advanced West, 
the antithesis in which his defeat had been rooted, then the 
regeneration of the Russian revolution must help to obliterate 
that antithesis to the end. The West, in which a Marxism 
debased by Mother Russia into Stalinism inspired disgust 
and fear, wall surely respond in quite a different manner to a 
Marxism cleansed of barbarous accretions; in that Marxism 
it will have to acknowledge at last its own creation and its own 
vision of man’s destiny. And so history may come full circle 

till Hope creates 

From its own wreck the thing it contemplates. 

Trotsky sometimes compared mankind’s progress to the 
barefooted march of pilgrims who advance towards their shrine 
by moving only a few steps forward at a time, and then retreat 
or jump sideways in order to advance and deviate or retreat 
again; zigzagging thus all the lime they approach laboriously 
their destination. He saw his role in prompting the ‘pilgrims’ to 
advance. Mankind, however, w^hen after some progress it 
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succumbs to a stampede, allows those who urge it forward to be 
abused, vilified, and trampled to death. Only when it has 
resumed the forward movement, does it pay rueful tribute to the 
victims, cherish their memory and piously collect their relics; 
then it is grateful to them for every drop of blood they gave — 
for it knows that with their blood they nourished the seed of the 
future. 
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Eisenstein, 233. 

Eysmont, 171. 

Farrell, J. T., 430. 

Feuchtwanger, L., 367-8. 

Fincrty, J. F., 371, 374. 

Finland, at war with U.S.S.R., 473 ff. 
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Jacobins and Jacobinism, 53-54, 67, 
16 1 ; compared with Bolsheviks, 
89, 313-1B, 333, 463, 467 and 
passim. 
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Rosmer, Marguerite, 6, 347, 404, 449- 
51; at Coyoacan, 481.-8, 495. 
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